The nuance of the Nones: aligning campus ministry programs to include an overlooked group of students by Casey, Bonnie-Jeanne
Boston University
OpenBU http://open.bu.edu
Theses & Dissertations Boston University Theses & Dissertations
2018
The nuance of the Nones: aligning
campus ministry programs to
include an overlooked group of
students
https://hdl.handle.net/2144/30028
Boston University
		
BOSTON UNIVERSITY 
SCHOOL OF THEOLOGY 
 
Project Thesis 
 
THE NUANCE OF THE NONES:  
ALIGNING CAMPUS MINISTRY PROGRAMS TO INCLUDE AN  
OVERLOOKED GROUP OF STUDENTS 
 
by 
 
BONNIE-JEANNE CASEY 
 
B.A., Smith College, 1990 
M.Div., Harvard Divinity School, 1995 
M.B.A., Simmons School of Management, 2007 
 
 
 
Submitted in partial fulfillment of the 
requirements for the degree of 
Doctor of Ministry 
2018 
  
		
 
 
 
 
       
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
©   Copyright by 
 BONNIE-JEANNE CASEY  
2018 
 
		
Approved by 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Project Thesis Advisor ______________________________ 
    Chris Schlauch, PhD 
    Associate Professor of Counseling Psychology and   
    Religion and Psychology of Religion 
 
 
 
	iv 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
For Thomas 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
	v 
Acknowledgements 
 
 Many people helped me complete this project.   Friends have lovingly listened to 
my ideas, colleagues have patiently prodded me forward, and family members have 
steadfastly supported my efforts to write.  I am indebted to my colleagues at Simmons 
College.   Cynthia Ingols encouraged me from inception to completion.  Lisa Smith-
McQueenie admonished me to “just write.”  Both Sarah Neill and Susan Antonelli 
granted me the flexible schedule that allowed me to read as broadly and deeply as this 
required.  I am grateful for your stalwart support. Similarly, I would like to thank Miriam 
Burkowitz Blue and the entire multifaith staff and students of Simmons College who lent 
their ideas, work, and time to the initiatives discussed in Chapter Four.  
 I am also indebted to the Boston University School of Theology. Shelley Rambo 
and Steven Sandage both inspired me along the way.   My advisor, Chris Schlauch, has 
been a true companion on this journey.  The many hours meeting in his office helped me 
to refine my thinking and ask new questions. Thank you, Chris, for being such an 
engaged conversation partner. 
 My family of origin has also supported me in countless ways.  My late parents 
made this life goal possible by instilling their children with an abiding affection for 
religion and a great commitment to education.   My brothers have respected this 
protracted process in the best way possible: namely, by refraining from asking me when I 
would be done!  Likewise, each of my sisters has demonstrated what it means to live 
from an ethic of love, not only by raising incredible children, but also by forging life 
partnerships with people from a different faith tradition than their own. I would also like 
	vi 
to acknowledge the keen contribution my sister Rosemary made to this project.  Although 
she died during the thesis writing part of the degree, because she, too, earned a doctorate 
from Boston University, I wanted to follow in her footsteps one last time.  I did it, Goof! 
 Lastly, I could not have persevered without my spouse, Maggie O’Grady.  She 
has been incredible.   She consoled me when I felt down, she created the perfect holding 
environment when I was considering abandoning ship, and she compelled me to rely on 
my vision again and again.  I love you beyond words.   Thank you. 
 
	vii 
THE NUANCE OF THE NONES: 
ALIGNING CAMPUS MINISTRY PROGRAMS TO INCLUDE 
AN OVERLOOKED GROUP OF STUDENTS 
BONNIE-JEANNE CASEY 
Boston University School of Theology, 2018 
Project Thesis Advisor: Chris Schlauch, Associate Professor of Counseling       
    Psychology and Religion and Psychology of Religion 
 
 
 
ABSTRACT 
 
One-fifth the U.S. public, and over a third of young Americans under twenty-five 
years of age, report they are religiously unaffiliated (termed the “Nones”).  Campus 
ministry programs, typically arranged by denomination or tradition, often neglect this 
group and need to be recalibrated in order to serve Nones better.  Chapter Two 
synthesizes key findings from three prominent commercial surveys about the current 
religious landscape in the country, among young adults, and on campuses in general.  
Chapter Three reviews recent works about the larger role of religion on campus and 
introduces a topology of the Nones.  Chapter Four outlines a series of concrete initiatives 
taken at one site, Simmons College, and draws some conclusions.  
 
	viii 
Table of Contents 
List of Abbreviations xi 
List of Figures xii 
Chapter One: The Shifting Landscape 1 
Current Trends & Context 3 
Sources 5 
Definitions 7 
Limitations 11 
Chapter Two: Surveying the Landscape 12 
Pew Research Center: “America’s Changing Religious Landscape” (2015) 16 
Additional Pew Surveys: “Nones on the Rise” and Spiritual But Not Religious” 20 
National Study of Youth and Religion (NSYR) 26 
Higher Education Research Institute (HERI) 29 
Chapter Three: Who Are The Nones? 34 
A Topology of Nones 34 
Unchurched Nones 37 
Spiritual But Not Religious (SBNR) 40 
Hybrids, Hyphenated, “Multi-Religious Belonging” (MRBs) 45 
Atheists, Humanists, Agnostics, and Secular (AHAS) 49 
College Chaplaincy’s Role in the Spiritual Life of the Nones 52 
Chapter Four: Simmons College: A Case Study 58 
Simmons Context and History 59 
	ix 
Historical Look at Religious Groups on the Simmons Campus 60 
Current Groups on the Simmons Campus 66 
Simmons Initiatives to Reach the Nones 75 
Multi-faith Council Initiative 79 
Atheist, Humanist, Agnostic, and Secular (AHAS) Initiative 83 
Faith Fellow Initiative 87 
Lessons Learned 89 
Staff Support 90 
Intra-Collegiate Collaboration 93 
Practical Tools 95 
Caveats 96 
Chapter Five: Charting A Way Forward: 99 
Bibliography 110 
Vita 121 
  
   
	x 
List of Abbreviations 
 
 AHAS   Atheist, Humanist, Agnostic, and Secular 
 CIRP   Cooperative Institute Research Project  
 CSA   Catholic Student Association  
 HERI   Higher Education Research Institute 
 IFYC   Interfaith Youth Core 
 MRB   Multiple Religious Belonging   
    MRB refers to someone who identifies with more than one  
    religious tradition.  This term expands the notion of   
    someone who identifies with two religious traditions (“dual 
    religious” or “bi-religious”) or “religious hybrid,” which  
    usually refers to someone whose parents derive from  
    different religions.   
 NSYR   National Study of Youth and Religion 
 SBNR   Spiritual But Not Religious   
    This typically refers to someone who is sympathetic to, and 
    possibly a practitioner of, lesser-known or more informal  
    forms of worship and prayer.  
 SIS   Simmons Islamic Society 
 SSA   Student Secular Alliance 
 SSRC   Social Science Research Council 
  
	xi 
List of Figures 
 
Figure 4.1 The Menorah Society of Simmons College ..................................................... 62 
Figure 4.2 Newman Club of Simmons College ……………………………………… ... 63 
Figure 4.3 The Emergence of the YWCA ........................................................................ 64 
Figure 4.4 The Christian Science Society ......................................................................... 65 
Figure 4.5 Religious Identity of First Year Students, Aggregated ................................... 72 
Figure 4.6 Frequency of having discussed religion with a peer in the last year. .............. 73 
Figure 4.7 Frequency of attendance of a religious service. .............................................. 73 
Figure 4.8 How Simmons students rate their interest in Spirituality. ............................... 74 
Figure 4.9 How important is to gain an appreciation of ideas in college? ........................ 75 
 
	1 
Chapter 1: The Shifting Landscape 
 
 Years ago, I came across an obscure fact that became the seed for this thesis.   I 
was reading Steven Waldman’s book Founding Faith, which chronicles how religious 
liberty was forged in the United States.   In a chapter discussing the Constitutional 
Convention of 1787, Waldman mentions that the fifty-five men “attending the convention 
represented eight denominations.”1   The small graph substantiating this claim showed 
how many delegates were associated with each of the eight denominations. It totaled 
sixty-six delegates, not fifty-five.  How could this be?   The explanation was buried in a 
footnote.  In the late eighteenth century, it was common for people to belong to more than 
one house of worship in the United States; and, according to Waldman, several of the 
delegates “were affiliated with more than one denomination.”2  
This intrigued me.   This small data point suggested that many of our original 
leaders were not exclusive in their church membership.  Many, about a fifth, belonged to, 
or held sympathies with, more than one denomination!  Although all of the options were 
Christian (including Catholic) varieties, the hybridity was symbolic.  It was evidence of 
how the past can be prelude to the future.  
																																																								
 1 Steven Waldman, Founding Faith: Providence, Politics, and Birth of Religious Freedom in 
America (New York: Random House Press, 2008), 128. See also Ruth Graham, “The United States Is A 
Country Of Converts: But How Does It Feel About One Being President?” Slate.com, July 8, 2015, 
accessed July 8, 2015, http://www.slate.com/articles/news_and_politics/faithbased/2015/07/america_is_ 
a_country_of_converts_what_does_that_mean_for_jeb_bush_and_bobby.html. 
 
 2 Waldman, Founding Faith, 248. 
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Today, the United States is in the middle of a large cultural shift concerning 
religious affiliation.   More and more of us are opting out of formal church membership 
and choosing, instead, an entrepreneurial path of spiritual exploration.     
 I have been active in ministry for over twenty years. After being ordained in the 
Unitarian Universalist tradition in 1995, I served as a parish minister for nearly a decade.   
My first congregation was a large suburban community in the mid-west.    My second 
was a small urban church in the mid-Atlantic region.   At each of these locations our 
liberal religious message of acceptance seemed to attract an ever-growing number of 
committed adherents.  That is why a part of me often felt puzzled when Protestant 
colleagues would bemoan the shrinking of membership numbers and the paucity of 
people in their pews.     
When I decided to transition to campus ministry fifteen years ago, again, I found 
vibrant faith communities across many religious traditions.  I started to notice how many 
of our Catholic students would also participate in Hillel events, and whenever we offered 
classes in general meditation and mindfulness, we would draw students from across the 
faith spectrum as well as many new students whose faces I did not recognize.     
As a chaplain and Director of Religious and Spiritual Life on three different 
college campuses, I have witnessed a profession struggle to adapt to a changing religious 
landscape on campus.  The Pew Research Center famously called this change “the rise of 
the ‘nones.’”  Throughout this project, I will use the Pew Research Center’s 
nomenclature “None” as a composite term to denote four distinct categories of students 
who identify in one of the following ways: (1) as un-churched or unaffiliated; (2) 
	3 
“spiritual but not religious”; (3) bi-religious, dual religious, or multiple religious; or (4) 
atheist, humanist, agnostic, or secular.   
The dramatic increase of the number of students arriving on campus with little or 
no singular formal religious affiliation has meant that most campus ministry programs, 
typically arranged by denomination or tradition, are neglecting a large swath of students 
who do not clearly, or exclusively, identify as, for example, Jewish or Christian, Mormon 
or Muslim, Hindu or Buddhist.   As a result, a mismatch commonly exists between the 
mission of a spiritual life program, which purportedly serves all students, and the 
tendency of programs to appeal primarily to students who are already affiliated with a 
specific tradition.    This project explores this gap and addresses the research question: 
How ought academic institutions consider revising campus ministry programs so that 
they do not unwittingly exclude many students they intend to serve? 
 
Current Trends & Context 
 One-fifth the U.S. public, and over a third of young Americans under twenty-five 
years of age, report they are religiously unaffiliated.  These are the highest percentages 
ever tallied in Pew polling.3   For an increasing number of adolescents in the United 
States, what it means to be “religious” does not neatly correlate with membership in a 
certain group or belonging to a specific house of worship.  Many young people have not 
attended a church or synagogue; many have parents from different faith traditions; many 
eschew notions of organized religion and prefer instead a decentralized consideration of 																																																								
 3 “America’s Changing Religious Landscape,” Pew Research Center, May 12, 2015, accessed 
October 10, 2017, http://www.pewforum.org/2015/05/12/Americas-changing-religious-landscape/.   
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the spiritual; and, many think religion is silly or nonsensical.    When these teenagers 
arrive on campus around the country, how should campus ministry programs serve them?  
Currently, most campus ministers are hired by a college to support and work with 
students who identify with a specific religious tradition.4  These chaplains or religious 
advisors are charged with helping students learn more about a particular religion and 
teaching students about a certain tradition. In this way, the very structure of spiritual life 
programs on college campuses tends to privilege students whose background, beliefs, or 
both are reflected in existing offerings.   
Because traditional notions of what it means to be religious are changing for a 
growing number of young Americans, it would be prudent for campus ministry programs 
to consider changing the way they select staff, develop programs, and promote 
participation if they want to appeal to students who fall into the category of “None.”  We 
need to think beyond the silos of the typical configuration of the great majority of campus 
ministry programs which may have a Protestant chaplain, a Hillel chapter (Jewish 
Student Group), maybe a Newman Society (Catholic Student Chapter), and possibly even 
a MSA (Muslim Student Association) and begin to envision a team of religious 
professionals who are conversant, not just in their particular faith expression, but also 
adept at sincerely working with those for whom religion, spirituality, and faith are 
developing, or expanding, or irrelevant.  In this way, college chaplains could better 
address the elusive group called the Nones.      
 
																																																								
 4 See infra Chapter Four. 
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Sources 
 My analysis begins by reviewing three discrete but related sources. In Chapter 
Two, I synthesize key findings from three prominent commercial surveys. Specifically, I 
look at recent Pew studies (2009), (2014), and (2015) in order to establish, in broad 
strokes, the general topology of the religious landscape of the nation.  Next, I review the 
findings from the National Study of Youth and Religion (NSYR, 2008) and the Higher 
Educational Research Institute study (HERI 2005) which, taken together, reveal 
important trends relevant to young adults (ranging in age from 18-25 years).  
 The National Study of Youth and Religion (NSYR) was conducted in three stages 
over six years.  The questions that drove this study were clustered around the transition 
from adolescence to adulthood.  What happens to the religious faith, practices, beliefs, 
and associations during this transition?  How much do these things change?  What does it 
mean to shift from one life phase to another?  Insights from the NYSR help to clarify 
terms like “unaffiliated” and the study sheds light on the significance of “spiritual but not 
religious.”  
 Likewise, UCLA’s Higher Educational Research Institute study (HERI 2005) was 
one of the most comprehensive studies of the spiritual and religious values of college 
students.  Over 100,000 students in over 400 colleges and universities were specifically 
asked about the intersection between spirituality and higher education.  The HERI 
research project was spawned from the belief that while there is justifiable pride in some 
of the outer accomplishments of higher education, the inner dimensions of education 
have been neglected.  
	6 
 By looking at the contributions of each of these studies, and placing them in 
relation with each other, it becomes clear that the term “unaffiliated” should not 
automatically be collapsed with “seeker,” nor should these be considered mutually 
exclusive.  In Chapter Three, I offer a more nuanced reading of the data which reveals 
how some of those who check “unaffiliated” may be looking for a religious home; others, 
however, simply do not identify with a single religious tradition; or, do not wish to be 
affiliated with any one denomination and therefore are not in fact “seeking.”  Still others 
in the “unaffiliated” cohort believe, or are skeptical, that any affiliation with established 
religion is less than legitimate, or something about which to be leery.  A more striated 
understanding of this segment of the U.S. population honors the complexities therein 
rather dismissing them as disinterested or non-religious. 
 In Chapter Three I also review recent works about the larger role of religion on 
campus as well as texts looking at the nature of the Nones more specifically.  Such works 
include: Elizabeth Drescher, Choosing Our Religion: The Spiritual Lives of America’s 
Nones (2017); Linda Mercadante, Belief without Borders (2014); Lillian Daniel, When 
“Spiritual But Not Religious” Is Not Enough (2013); Susan Katz Miller, Being Both 
(2013); and Joseph Baker and Buster Smith, American Secularism (2015).   
In conversation with the studies outlined above, my review of current literature 
about Nones will elucidate four distinct categories of students, as noted above: (1) as un-
churched or unaffiliated; (2) “spiritual but not religious” or SBNR; (3) bi-religious, dual 
religious, or multi-religious or MRB; (4) atheist, humanist, agnostic, or secular or AHAS.   
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My systematic review of the trends and the literature, and my more nuanced 
categorization of the Nones, will inform my report about how campus ministry programs 
might respond to these demographic changes.  To that end, Chapter Four will focus on 
these issues in a specific context: that of Simmons College (“Simmons”), where I 
currently lead the Department of Religious and Spiritual Life.  Simmons is representative 
of a non-sectarian, private, nonprofit, residential, four-year college.5  In addition, its 
staffing structure, which is a Director with a handful of part-time religious advisors, is 
consistent with peer institutions.6   I will describe today’s religious life structure and 
programmatic offerings, and share three distinct initiatives we piloted in order to better 
serve the Nones.  This project will raise awareness about the ways in which campus 
ministry may be neglecting some students because of who we hire, what programs we 
offer, and, ultimately, how we promote our efforts.  
 
Definitions 
Central to this project are many terms that require discussion and clarification. 
For example, I have chosen to use the terms “young adult” and “emerging adult” 
interchangeably.  Some have made the case that the term “young adult” should not be 																																																								
 5 “2015 Carnegie Classifications Update,” Carnegie Classification of Institutions of Higher 
Education, February 1, 2016, accessed March 20, 2018, http://carnegieclassifications.iu.edu/ 
downloads/CCIHE2015-Facts.pdf. 
 
6  The 2015 NACUC Membership Survey conducted by Katherine Smanik confirms this as a 
typical structure across campuses.  Regarding the words “chaplain” and “advisor”: For the purposes of this 
project, I am largely using the word “advisor” instead of “chaplain” when referring to a particular religious 
leader on campus. The latter term connotes a more Christian or Christo-centric role.  However, for general 
discussions about these roles on campus “chaplain” suffices since the overwhelming number of religious 
professionals in this role are Christian, per Smanik’s findings.   I also employ “chaplain” when it is 
historically accurate to do so.   
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conferred upon traditionally college-age students, citing neurobiological evidence that the 
typical 18-22 year-old brain has not developed a capacity of “cognitive self-regulatory 
control,” which is a marker of adulthood.7  Although this may have merit, our general 
understanding of young adulthood, and the usage common among student affairs 
professionals is to use the terms “emerging adult” and “young adult” synonymously as a 
form of deference to, and respect for, the students on campus with whom we work daily.  
 Other terms that are essential to exploring the question of how and why these 
young adults identify religiously, such as Nones and “unaffiliated,” will be fully 
described in Chapter Three.  These concepts have given rise to a new lexicon and a new 
frontier for college chaplains and religious professionals.   Words and phrases like “bi-
religious,” “dual-religious,” and “religious hybrids” fall under the umbrella of “multiple 
religious belonging” or “MRB,” a central concept that will be defined and explored.  
 Young people who are the product of interfaith marriages increasingly represent a 
new stripe of seeker.  For example, an emerging adult who was raised in a Christian 
denomination but becomes curious about, for example, their Jewish heritage, is 
commonly called bi-religious or a religious hybrid.   However, a Catholic student who 
wants to learn more about Buddhism might consider herself to be dual-identified.  Or, a 
Jewish student who has been attending her Unitarian-Universalist friend’s congregation 
and practicing meditation could be seen as having multiple religious affiliations.  Some 
important initial distinctions will be made between “bi-religious” belonging (which 
																																																								
7 Gregory Blimling, “New Dimensions to Psychosocial Development in Traditionally Aged 
College Students,” About Campus, (Nov.-Dec. 2013): 10-16. 
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encompasses an understanding of what it means to “belong” to a tradition or a 
worshipping community) versus “dual-religious,” or simply identifying with two 
religious traditions. And, just to complicate things more, the moniker “multiple religious 
belonging” or MRB is sometimes synonymous with “dual-religious” in that an adherent 
holds sympathetic views of more than two traditions.  Lastly, some attention will 
necessarily be dedicated to the now hackneyed phrase, “spiritual but not religious” or 
“SBNR,” which is commonly used interchangeably with Nones.   
 Because this project addresses the Nones in the context of spiritual and religious 
life programs and educational structures, gaining clarity around terms that are used by 
such programs is also paramount.  Today, a number of words are used interchangeably to 
describe a meeting that is open to more than one religious tradition.  It is important to 
remember that the move towards religious pluralism is a longer path than many realize, 
and that the terms used in this space have evolved as the thinking behind religious 
diversity and inclusion has evolved.  In the 1960s and 1970s, for example, the word 
“ecumenical” was used by mainline Protestant churches in an organized effort to include 
their Catholic brothers and sisters in meetings or worship services.  When the circle of 
inclusion expanded to embrace people of the Jewish faith, the term “interfaith” was used.  
“Interfaith” in these contexts typically referred to Judeo-Christian gatherings – perhaps a 
more limited meaning than we assume it has today.  Then, in the early 1990s, when the 
trend was to extend hospitality to non-Judeo-Christian people of faith, such as our 
Buddhist, Hindu, and Muslim brothers and sisters, the word “multi-faith” came into 
common parlance.   “Multifaith” was, at that time, a departure from “interfaith,” even 
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though we tend to use “multifaith” and “interfaith” interchangeably today.  I prefer 
“multifaith” because it subtly can refer to, not just a meeting between people with 
different religions, but a subversive acknowledgement that religious traditions themselves 
are not monolithic.  For these reasons I use both “interfaith” and “multifaith” 
interchangeably in this paper.8 
 This century has seen yet another rhetorical and practical inclusion.  The notion of 
“religious pluralism” is used not just to include the most popular and/or largest religious 
faiths, but also those that are less well-known such as Zoroastrianism, Mormonism, 
Baha’i, Wiccan, and earth-based traditions.9  Though now, we tend to use these terms 
interchangeably, all referring to the most expansive view of religious pluralism, it is 
important to remember that each term represented a point during the ever-expanding 
recognition of diversity and difference.  Now, the challenge is to ensure that these terms 
encompass not just those of diverse faiths, but those of more than one faith, those who do 
not identify, and those who consider themselves atheist or humanist or agnostic as well.  
The work of recognition continues. 
 
 
 																																																								
8 Some religious professionals use the term “intra-faith” when speaking about the diversity within 
a tradition.  Again, this tends to be a matter of preference. 
 9 Diana Eck, A New Religious America: How a “Christian Country” Has Become the World’s 
Most Religiously Diverse Nation (San Francisco: HarperCollins, 2002).  Stephen Prothero offers some 
additional texture and dimension to Eck’s work: “Harvard’s Diana Eck exaggerates when she calls the 
United States ‘the most religiously diverse nation on earth.’  With a Christian majority of roughly 85 
percent, the United States is far more homogeneous than dozens of countries with no religious 
majority…Still, Eck is right that the United States offers its citizens one of the world’s largest menus of 
spiritual options.”  Stephen Prothero, Religious Literacy: What Every American Needs to Know and 
Doesn’t (New York: HarperCollins, 2007), 33. 
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Limitations 
 The limitations of this study warrant mentioning.  First, the findings from large-
scale surveys like PEW are snapshots in time.  They reflect a milieu.  They paint a 
picture.  They describe; they do not prescribe.  We infer what is significant from the data.  
Second, it should be noted that any recommendations are relevant to those private 
institutions of higher learning concerned with issues of diversity and inclusion.  This 
study might be less germane to colleges with a denominational affiliation or state 
universities, which may be compelled to abide by a different and more delineated 
separation of church and state.  The intention, however, is for this project to have some 
significant implications for student life professionals and campus ministry programs 
across the country.  
 This project is also limited by time and possibly season.  There is an element of 
timeliness to this study that could make it particularly salient for campus communities 
that are currently assessing the effectiveness of student organizations and the affiliate 
offices on campus that support student success.  This sense of urgency, however, could 
be construed not just as a limit or weakness but also as an asset or advantage if it compels 
my colleagues and campuses to action. 
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Chapter 2: Surveying the Landscape: 
Findings from Three Commercial Surveys 
 
 
Some changes happen suddenly and other changes occur incrementally.  Still 
other changes appear, at first blush, to happen precipitously, but after closer examination 
are often better understood as the result of a series of smaller changes building up over 
time.  When a large piece of limestone fell from a prominent ledge in the White 
Mountains in New Hampshire in 2003, people lamented the sudden loss of the Old Man 
of the Mountain, but the geologic foundation knew it had been unstable for some time.10  
Similarly, when a large chunk of El Capitan fell off unexpectedly in Yosemite, park 
rangers reported later that they knew the rock was showing signs of wear, but they did 
not realize just how fragile the crag had become.11  Both of these abrupt changes, when 
inspected more closely, were the consequence of a culmination of factors that, taken 
together, brought about a change that only seemed sudden to observers. This same 
dynamic is at play when we look at how the religious fabric of the United States has 
changed and is changing. 
Polling can reveal geologic shifts behind the rise of the “nones.”  In order to 
create a context for the discussion and exploration of notable religious trends for young 
Americans, and some possible implications for religious and spiritual life departments on 																																																								
10 “The Geology of the Old Man on the Mountain,” Old Man on The Mountain Legacy Fund, 
accessed November 20, 2017, http://www.oldmanofthemointainlegacyfund.org/about/geology.aspx. 
11 “Massive Granite Slab – ‘100 Feet by 100 Feet’ – Falls of El Capitan in Yosemite, Killing 1,” 
Chicago Tribune, Sep. 27, 2017, accessed February 10, 2018, http://www.chicagotribune.com/news/ 
nationworld/ct-yosemite-rock-fall-20170927-story.html. 
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college campuses, it is critical to first establish a general context.  Fortunately, there are 
some key surveys that can help illuminate the larger demographic shifts.  I will focus on 
studies from the Pew Research Center (Pew), the University of Notre Dame’s National 
Study of Youth and Religion (NYSR), and the University of California Los Angeles’ 
Higher Education Research Institute Study (HERI).  Of course, it is important that we 
refrain from seeing any single data point as a stand alone finding, but rather as part of a 
matrix.  That is why I have chosen three distinct yet related surveys to first help us 
understand first some broad strokes about religion in America and then focus our 
attention on important dynamics relevant to young Americans.  After drawing from these 
main surveys a framework for discussion of the trends affecting college campuses today, 
I will narrow our focus on data collected from college students themselves to tell us about 
some key distinctions for them when it comes to religion.  The studies on which I am 
focusing collected information more than once over a period of years, which increases the 
credibility of their findings, and will be especially useful as a tool for examining how 
religious life programs on college campuses can serve the changing population. 
Polling is a relatively recent — and instrumental — tool to understand religion in 
America.  In his 2015 book Inventing American Religion, sociologist Robert Wuthnow 
traces the history of the use of polls and surveys in describing the religious beliefs and 
practices of the American public.   He explains: 
[P]olling provided a new way in which to view something that could be called 
American religion.  Polling necessitated taking the stance of an eternal observer... 
And it was in that notion of representing the public that ‘American’ could be 
attached to religion.  The opinions might in the first instance be those of particular 
	14 
individuals, but, by aggregating them, a new reality came into being, a description 
of religion, not of individuals, but of a collective entity — the nation.12   
 
As Wuthnow notes, polls show religion as a collective experience, and can illuminate 
trends across groups of people and time.  He rightfully recognizes, however, that such 
polling is imperfect.13  In any case, the Pew, NYSR, and HERI studies work especially 
well in conversation with each other.  By looking at the trends revealed by each study, I 
will distill what then can be used to create more dynamic and responsive faith programs 
on college campuses. 
One of the trends illuminated by these studies is the general decline of religion in 
America.  The decline is not immediately perceptible from asking people if they believe 
in God, although fewer Americans answer in the affirmative than they did a decade ago.14  
Because the decline has been so slow, “only recently have we accumulated enough data 
over a long enough period of time to see it clearly.”15  The “man in the mountain” is 
																																																								
12 Wuthnow, Inventing Religion, 67. 
13 Wuthnow, Inventing Religion.  Wuthnow quotes W.E.B. Du Bois’s Address to the American 
Academy of Political and Social Sciences, Philadelphia:  “The best available methods of sociological 
research are at present so liable to inaccuracies that the careful student discloses the results of individual 
research with diffidence…He knows that they are liable to error from seemingly ineradicable faults of the 
statistical model; to even greater error from the methods of general observation; and, above all, he must 
ever tremble lest some personal bias, some moral conviction or some unconscious trend of thought due to 
previous training, has to a degree distorted the picture in his view.” 23. 
14 Wuthnow, Inventing Religion, 167. Wuthnow describes the history of polling regarding religion 
in America. He quotes Rodney Stark who, in a letter to the Wall Street Journal in 2013, asserted the 
importance of response rates in polling.  Per Wuthnow, Stark recalled that when he was a student at 
Berkeley, response rates of less than 85% were considered weak or even illegitimate.  Because Pew relies 
on response rates as low as 9% Stark argues the results should be called into question. 
15 Mark Chaves, American Religion: Contemporary Trends, 2nd ed. (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 2017), xv. 
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young Americans’ belief in God — and the Pew, NYSR, and HERI studies illuminate 
how the rocks had been shifting all along. 
The Pew, NYSR, and HERI studies complement and reinforce key findings from 
each other, as well as other sources of data.  However, there are at least two other large-
scale polls that have tracked similar populations and trends that I do not closely examine 
here.   The largest is the General Social Survey (GSS), which is a comprehensive survey 
of the American adult population done every other year starting in 1972, and conducted 
under the aegis of the National Opinion Research Center (“NORC”) at the University of 
Chicago.  Because it spans over forty years, the GSS is a rich source for understanding 
continuity and change, and I have consulted it here as a benchmark tool.16  However, the 
GSS, although well-known to sociologists, is not as well recognized by clergy and 
religious professionals as data derived from Pew.  That is why I have deferred to Pew to 
help discern notable trends that are reasonably “popular” or known. 
Another primary source is the National Congregations Study (“NCS”), which 
surveys local congregations from a wide variety of denominations and traditions. The 
NCS surveys date back to 1998.  Since then, two other surveys were completed (2006 
and 2012) which allows for three sets of data over twenty years.  The NCS surveys are a 
collaborative effort with NORC and Mark Chaves at Duke University.  Although NCS is 
a trusted source for clergy and religious professionals, it has a severe limitation for 
purposes of this project, which is that it studies changes in congregations and not the 
																																																								
16 “About the GSS,” University of Chicago, accessed February 16, 2018, http://gss.norc.org. 
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population at large.17  Thus, it would supply no data about those who have left 
congregations, completely ignoring the trend of the Nones, which is a hallmark of the 
changing religious landscape for young Americans. 
 
Pew Research Center: “America’s Changing Religious Landscape” (2015)  
 Because the United States census does not ask about religion, there are “no 
official government statistics on the religious composition of the U.S. public.”18  
Recognizing this deficit, the Pew Research Center For Religion and Public Life 
strategized to gather enough information to paint a picture of the religious makeup of the 
country. 
 In 2007, Pew launched the first of a pair of nearly identical instruments designed 
to survey a nationally representative sample.    A second follow-up survey was completed 
in 2014, which also interviewed over 35,071 American adults above age 18 in both 
English and Spanish, on landlines and by cell phones, between June and September of 
2014.  The findings, and a comparison of the results of 2014 with 2007, were published 
																																																								
17 “National Opinion Research Center, University of Chicago, National Congregations Study, 
accessed Feb. 16, 2018, http://www.norc.org/Research/Projects/Pages/national-congregations-study.aspx. 
Another study worthy of note, but not discussed in depth here, is the American Religious 
Identification Survey (ARIS), which succinctly grouped emerging adults into a triad of “religious,” 
“secular,” and “spiritual.” Ariela Keysar, "The Emergence of Three Distinct Worldviews among American 
College Students," New England Journal of Higher Education, October 2013, accessed October 10, 2013, 
http://www.nebhe.org/thejournal/the-emergence-of-three-distinct-worldviews-among-american-college-
students/. 
18  “Changing Religious Landscape,” Pew, 10.  Note that many denominations keep tallies of their 
own ranks; however, criteria for membership can vary widely and often rosters are not culled sufficiently 
leading to inflated numbers. 
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in May 2015. These two surveys, when taken together, reflect the changing religious 
landscape in America. 
 One of the most useful aspects of the Pew study is its breadth. It covered an 
estimated 97% of the U.S. adult population (not including incarcerated individuals).  
And, though the majority of affiliated Americans are Christian, the samples in 2007 and 
2014 also included interviews with those from minority religious groups, including 
Mormons, Episcopalians and Seventh-day Adventists.  These religions represent just 1% 
or 2% of the U.S. population.  The Mormon population is especially interesting in concert 
with the HERI study, discussed below. 
 The Pew’s “America’s Changing Religious Landscape” study and accompanying 
report identifies Americans’ religious affiliations by their self-reported identity, rather 
than their self-reported practices.  That is, if an interviewee stated that she identified as 
Methodist, the study considered her religious “affiliation” to be Methodist, regardless if 
she believes in (for example) the divinity of Jesus, or how often—if ever —-she attends 
Methodist church services.  The study’s report states: 
The terms “unaffiliated” and “religious ‘nones’” are used interchangeably 
throughout this report. This group includes self-identified atheists and agnostics 
as well as those who describe their religion as “nothing in particular.” it uses the 
terms “unaffiliated” and “religious ‘nones’” are used interchangeably throughout 
this report. This group includes self-identified atheists and agnostics as well as 
those who describe their religion as “nothing in particular.”19 
 
The clarity around the ambiguity of these terms is helpful, though, as I will discuss later 
in this chapter, it invites and necessitates greater, more nuanced exploration. 
																																																								
19  “Changing Religious Landscape,” Pew, 10. 
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 Americans were asked first “What is your present religion, if any? Are you 
Protestant, Roman Catholic, Mormon, Orthodox such as Greek or Russian Orthodox, 
Jewish, Muslim, Buddhist, Hindu, atheist, agnostic, something else, or nothing in 
particular?”20 If their answer was “nothing in particular, none, no religion, etc.,” 
interviewers were instructed to clarify with a statement such as “and would you say that’s 
atheist, agnostic, or just nothing in particular?”  If respondents named a religious identity, 
they were asked more specific questions to clarify the denomination or subset, if any. 
 The interviewees were then asked, even if they identified as agnostic, atheist, no 
religion or otherwise unaffiliated: “How important is religion in your life – very 
important, somewhat important, not too important, or not at all important?”21 with a range 
of responses from “not important at all" to "very important.”  The next set of questions 
focused on the religious tradition in which individuals were raised, and whether they 
changed from the religion of their childhood, and the religious affiliation of their partner 
or spouse.  Demographic data about topics such as household income, education levels 
was then collected. 
 Notably, the Pew study does not include any questions or answers pertaining to 
the frequency of attendance at religious services, belief systems, besides the "importance" 
of religion in one's life, or any other indicators of religious leanings or affiliations besides 
																																																								
20 “2014 Religious Landscape Study (RLS-II) Final Topline,” Pew Research Center, May 12, 
2015, accessed October 10, 2017, http://www.pewforum.org/files/2015/05/RLS-II-FINAL-TOPLINE-
FOR-FIRST-RELEASE.pdf. 
21 “2014 (RLS-II) Topline,” Pew, 161. 
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the self-identification, childhood identification, and partner identification of religious 
affiliation or lack thereof. 
 The Pew Research Center summarized its study as showing the decline in 
religious services attendance, and the decline overall of American religiosity: 
The Christian share of the U.S. population is declining, while the number of U.S. 
adults who do not identify with any organized religion is growing, according to an 
extensive new survey by the Pew Research Center. Moreover, these changes are 
taking place across the religious landscape, affecting all regions of the country 
and many demographic groups. While the drop in Christian affiliation is 
particularly pronounced among young adults, it is occurring among Americans of 
all ages. The same trends are seen among whites, blacks and Latinos; among both 
college graduates and adults with only a high school education; and among 
women as well as men.22 
 
News reports about the study took the Center’s cue and emphasized one theme: Young 
adults no longer believe in God!  One article noted that “a remarkable 25 percent of 
Americans born after 1980, the group often known as millennials, are not religious, 
compared with 11 percent of baby boomers and 7 percent of the generation born between 
1928 and 1945.”23  Other headlines focused on the decrease (or “big drop”) in the number 
of Americans identifying as Christian.24 
 For College Chaplains, the Pew study puts into sharper focus what we have been 
seeing on campus for years, and contextualizes the experiences of young adults within a 																																																								
22 “Changing Religious Landscape,” Pew, 10. 
23 Leonhardt, David, “The Rise of Young Americans Who Don't Believe in God,” New York 
Times, May 12, 2015, accessed Feb. 18, 2018, https://www.nytimes.com/2015/05/13/upshot/the-rise-of-
young-americans-who-dont-believe-in-god.html. See also David Johnson, “See How Americans’ Belief in 
God has Changed Over 70 Years.” Time, April 7, 2016, accessed Feb. 18, 2018 http://time.com/4283975 
/god-belief-religion-americans/. 
24 Nate Cohn, “Big Drop in Share of Americans Calling Themselves Christian,” New York Times, 
May 12, 2015, accessed Feb. 18, 2018, https://www.nytimes.com/2015/05/12/upshot/big-drop-in-share-of-
americans-calling-themselves-christian.html. 
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broader American experience.  However, because the Pew study is so broad-based—
which in some ways is one of its strengths—what it says about emerging adults’ faith 
development and exploration is less clear, and we must turn to additional data and 
literature to understand the on-campus trends. 
 
Additional Pew Surveys: “Nones on the Rise” (2012); “More Americans Now Say 
They’re Spiritual But Not Religious” (2017) 
 
 The “Changing Religious Landscape” study, which included interviews with over 
30,000 randomly sampled Americans, presented a wide breadth of data about American 
religious identity, and, as noted above, demonstrated that the share of Christians in the 
United States is declining.  The Pew Research Center also conducts smaller-scale studies 
focused on certain topics, and two in the past decade present important metrics and 
proverbial food for thought about the unaffiliated. 
 
“Nones on the Rise” (2012) 
 In October 2012, in connection with Religion & Ethics News Weekly, Pew sought 
to “delve more deeply into the theological, social and political views of the large and 
growing number of Americans who have no religious affiliation.”25  It conducted a 
nationwide survey of a representative sample of 2973 adults, and a survey of 511 
“religiously unaffiliated adults” in June ad July of 2012.  With the 511 selected additional 
“unaffiliated adults,” there was a total sample of 958 “unaffiliated” adults in the survey. 																																																								
25 “Nones” on the Rise: One-in-Five Adults Have No Religious Affiliation,” Pew Research Center, 
October 12, 2012, accessed February 16, 2018, http://assets.pewresearch.org/wpcontent/uploads/sites 
/11/2012/10/NonesOnTheRise-full.pdf. 
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 This is a different venture than the Pew’s 2007 and 2014 comparative surveys of 
representative samples of over 30,000 adults, but it offers an illuminating look at young 
adults and the so-called “rise of the nones.”  In reporting the results of the 2012 survey, 
Pew is cognizant of the varying words used to describe the “nones” and casts its lot with 
using the term “religiously unaffiliated,” noting that it is their “preferred term for 
Americans who tell us in surveys that they are atheists, agnostics or have no particular 
religion.”26 
 Pew respondents were asked questions such as “How often do you think about the 
meaning and purpose of life” with a range of answers from never to often.  They were 
then asked “How important is it to you to belong to a community of people who share 
your values and beliefs” with a range of answers from “not at all important” to “very 
important.”  Respondents were then asked about their attendance at religious services, 
and even probed the reasons for nonattendance, such as “hypocrisy of religious leaders,” 
and “general dislike.”  Finally, subjects were asked if they identify as “spiritual” or 
“religious,” notwithstanding any of their previous answers.  Note that the choices were 
not spiritual or religious, but a randomized question such that some subjects were asked 
“Do you identify as spiritual?” and others were asked “Do you identify as religious?” 
 The full title of Pew’s 2012 report: “‘Nones on the Rise:’ One-in-Five Adults 
Have No Religious Affiliation” says it all. The 2012 study confirmed that the trend 
spotted in 2007 — that more and more Americans identified as unaffiliated with a 
																																																								
26 “Nones on the Rise,” Pew, 7. 
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religion.  This was amplified by news reports that anticipated, and were then reflected in, 
the 2012 findings.27 
 The way the data is presented, and paraded in public by media outlets, tends to 
bury the lede.28  While the percentage of those who claim to be “affiliated” and “seldom 
attend religious services” appears to be growing, the percentage of sporadic attendance 
among the unaffiliated is trending up.  While the Pew study confirmed that the numbers 
of Americans without a religious affiliation are increasing, it also showed that the number 
of people who do not have a religious affiliation and who are attending religious services 
is increasing.  Specifically, in 2007, 38% of “unaffiliated” Americans reported “seldom” 
attending religious services. By 2012, 49% of “unaffiliated” Americans reported 
attendance.29  Here, “seldom” attendance is a positive value — more than “none.”  That 
is, unaffiliated people who “seldom” but not never attend church are increasing in 
number.  For practical theologians who assert the importance of community and context, 
this is a positive trend.  In other words, though the churchgoers on Sunday may not 
consider themselves a member of the religion written on the door, they are sitting in the 
pews. 
																																																								
27 See, for example, Amy Sullivan, “The Rise of the Nones,” Time Magazine, March 12, 2012, 
accessed Feb. 16, 2018, http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,2108027,00.html. 
28 See, for example, “Faiths and the Faithless,” The Economist, December 22, 2012, accessed 
February 12, 2018, https://www.economist.com/news/international/21568736-faiths-and-faithless; Laurie 
Goodstein, “Study Finds One in 6 Follows no Religion,” New York Times, December 18, 2012, accessed 
February 12, 2018, http://www.nytimes.com/2012/12/18/world/pew-study-finds-one-in-6-follows-no-
religion.html. 
29 “Nones on the Rise,” Pew, 11.  In particular, see the subheading “Share of Infrequent 
Churchgoers Who describe themselves as Unaffiliated Has Been Growing,” which supplants the equally 
salient data point that “Religiously Unaffiliated “attendance at church is also growing.  
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This uptick, however, does not seem to correlate to an intention to officially join a 
religious community. Of the 46 million people in the country who self-describe as 
“unaffiliated” with any particular church or faith tradition, 88% also claim not to be 
looking for a religious home.30  The Pew report thus disputes a claim often made by 
Christian theologians that the unaffiliated are seeking an established community.31  
Meanwhile, two-thirds (30 million people) of the “unaffiliated” say they believe in God.  
More than half of the “unaffiliated” (58%) claim a deep connection to nature; one-in-five 
(21%) profess to pray every day; and more than a third (37%) classify themselves as 
“spiritual” but not “religious.”  So, while practical theologians need to take care not to 
misidentify the “unaffiliated” as “seekers” who are looking for a church community, or 
assume that everyone unaffiliated might someday become affiliated, they would also be 
wise not to discount this large and growing segment of the U.S. population as 
disinterested or non-religious.32 
Each of these data points thus warrants closer scrutiny and needs to be mitigated 
by what people are actually thinking and doing.  If the Nones are sporadically attending 
religious services, but not looking to identify as a single religion, how can communities 																																																								
30 “Nones on the Rise,” Pew, 10. 
31 David Tracy, “A Correlation Model of Practical Theology Revisited,” in Religion, Diversity and 
Conflict, edited by Edward Foley, 55-59. Berlin: LIT Verlag, 2011.  On this point concerning the spiritual 
but not religious, Tracy writes, “More and more secular persons in Western society can be heard repeating 
the refrain ‘almost by now a cliché’ ‘I am not religious’ (shorthand for ‘I am not a practicing member of 
any institutionalized religion’, ‘but I am spiritual.’ These declarations should be honored by all theologians 
and churches as, among other matters, a clear call from the hearts of ‘secular’ seekers for guidance on the 
way of life beyond secularity.”  55.  The Pew Center’s “Nones on the Rise” refutes Tracy’s assumption that 
secular seekers are looking for guidance. 
32 Katherine Ozment, “Losing Our Religion,” Boston Magazine, January, 2013, 70-79.  Ozment 
writes about the fastest-growing religious group in the country being the “unaffiliated.”     
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appeal only to their own members or also to non-members?  Will an influx of  
“unaffiliated” in church services challenge those people who have such deep convictions 
about their faith that such questions seldom arise?  Will others will feel so alienated from 
religion and institutions that espouse a single faith framework that imagining a positive 
example of a religious community will seem impossible? 
 Perhaps the answer, borne out by the Pew data from the 2012 and the 2015 
studies, is that most of us lie somewhere in between these two poles — not simply 
unaffiliated, not simply seeking, but instead, as Don Browning presciently stated, on a 
“boundary between religious and secular life, between tradition and modernity, and 
between faith and reason.”33  
 
“Spiritual But Not Religious” (2017) 
 In 2017, the Pew Research Center asked 5,002 adults using cell phones and 
landlines, in English and Spanish, about their views on the state of the country, their 
values, income inequality, how often they watch the news, and, importantly, their 
religious practices.34 
 The interviewees were asked several questions about how often they watch the 
news, their views on the importance of the issues of income inequality, and then, the 
following about their religious practices, including “What is your present religion, if any” 																																																								
33 Don Browning, A Fundamental Practical Theology: Descriptive and Strategic Proposals  
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1991), 1. 
34 “More Americans Now Say They’re Spiritual but Not Religious,” Pew Research Center, 
September 6, 2017, accessed February 16, 2018, http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/09/06/more-
americans-now-say-theyre-spiritual-but-not-religious/. 
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and “Aside from weddings and funerals, how often do you attend religious services... 
more than once a week, once a week, once or twice a month, a few times a year, seldom, 
or never?”35  Respondents were also asked “How important is religion in your life,” 
whether they were “proud” to identify with their stated religion, and, as in the 2012 study 
discussed above, if they identify as “spiritual” or “religious.”  Pew also asked question to 
elicit responses about the degree of exclusivity each interviewee perceived in their 
religious affiliation: whether they agreed that “There is only ONE true way to interpret 
the teachings of my religion” or whether “ There is MORE than one true way to interpret 
the teachings of my religion.”  Unfortunately, this Pew study did not ask whether 
interviewees agreed that “spiritual but not religious” describes them. Instead, it asked two 
separate questions: “Do you think of yourself as a religious person, or not?” and “Do you 
think of yourself as a spiritual person, or not?”36  
 The Pew research center characterized its findings as demonstrating that it is 
“beyond dispute…that the “spiritual but not religious” label applies to a growing share of 
Americans.37  The meaning of that label is addressed more in Chapter Three, and what to 
do about students with that label is addressed in Chapter Four.  In any case, this smaller 
study’s importance for college chaplains is that it reaffirms and reinforces the trends 
measured and predicted by other large-scale studies.  
																																																								
35 2017 American Trends Panel Refresh Survey Final Questionnaire,” Pew Research Center, 
September 6, 2017, accessed February 16, 2018, http://assets.pewresearch.org/wpcontent/uploads/sites/ 
12/2017/09/06130743/ATP-2017-Refresh-Questionnaire-for-release-NUMBER-CHECKED.pdf. 
36 “2017 American Trends Questionnaire,” Pew. 
37 “Spiritual But Not Religious,” Pew. 
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National Study of Youth and Religion (NSYR) 
Another significant study of religious trends — this one directed at young people 
across the country is the National Study of Youth and Religion (NSYR).  The NSYR was 
conducted in three stages over six years.  The study began with telephone interviews with 
over 3000 teenagers (ages 13-17 years old) and personal interviews with 267 of them. 
Authors Christian Smith and Patricia Snell published a review and analysis of their 
findings in a 2009 book called Soul Searching: The Religious and Spiritual Lives of 
American Teenagers.38  In that work, Smith and Snell explain that their queries generally 
fell into three larger buckets or bundles.  First, they wanted to describe what it was like to 
be a young teenager in America. They were also interested in a series of topics relating 
journeying to adulthood and transitioning from one life stage to another.  This constituted 
a second bundle.  A third set of questions probed how teenagers viewed the world, their 
relationships, and larger issues of meaning.  
The study continued with interviews of 122 of the original participants.  This 
continuity allowed Smith and Snell to begin to plot a trajectory of transition and to 
imagine some larger trends that might be developing for young Americans.   Then they 
conducted the third and final series of telephone surveys of 2458 adults in 2008 and 
interviews of 230 adults.  Respondents in the third survey were 18 to 23 years old who 
had now moved beyond high school, some entering college and others not. This study 
																																																								
38 Christian Smith and Patricia Snell, Souls in Transition (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2009). 
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was designed to capture “emerging adults” over time.39  The questions that drove the 
third phase of this study were not only clustered around the transition from adolescence 
to adulthood, but also pivoted around what happens to religious faith, practices, beliefs 
and associations during this transition.40 
The results from the NYSR are both qualitative and quantitative consisting of 
interview data as well as survey evidence.  For this project, however, only the empirical 
evidence was consulted.  Looking at some of the key findings from the NYSR allows us 
to narrow our field of focus from the general American adult to a younger age cohort. It 
provides us with some insights about the religious developments in teenagers in the years 
leading up to college and for that reason offers a wider frame of reference before we 
focus even further on college students.  The random nature of the selection for 
participants in the NYSR also helps to cast a larger net on this age group since many of 
the respondents did not attend college. 
A note about terminology is warranted.   Smith and Snell choose to use the term 
“emerging adulthood” which refers to 18-to 29-year-olds because they declare that it is 
used in scholarly literature.41 They note that because their research focuses on the first 
half of this age cohort, there may be a need to, in the future, clarify between “early” or 
																																																								
39 Smith and Snell, Souls in Transition, 5.  “Emerging adults” is the term Smith and Snell employ 
to refer to what they contend is a “new phase in the American life course” which is characterized by a 
number of social trends including a general increase in the number of American youth who continue their 
education by going to college,  as well as a tendency to delay marriage by several years.  They note that 
between 1950 and 2006, the median age of a first marriage for women rose from 20.3 to 25.9, and for men 
it rose from 22.8 to 27.5. 
40 Smith and Snell, Souls in Transition, 4. 
41 Smith and Snell, Souls in Transition, 6. 
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“new” emerging adult and “later” or “latest” emerging adults to refer to 24-to 29-year-
olds more specifically.   Other researchers have defined those populations differently; I 
use “young adults” to refer to those of traditional college-student age and find 
information about Smith and Snell’s “emerging adults” to be probative. 
Smith and Snell’s questions are of particular interest as well.  They measured 
“religiosity” is measured by asking questions about affiliations, beliefs, and practices.42 
Beginning with affiliations, respondents were categorized across religions according to 
their self-identities.  That is, what they stated their affiliation to be regardless of where 
they might have attended services.  
Unsurprisingly, and in keeping with the Pew studies, the largest group of 
interviewees identified as Protestant (46%).  The second largest group of emerging adults 
are those who identify as “not religious” (27%). The third largest group was Catholic 
(18%).  The NYSR also tracked the aggregate percent changes in religious identification 
over time as 13-year-olds became 17-year-olds.  Here, two shifts stand out. The first is 
that both Protestantism and Catholicism lost 13 percent of their youth adherents over this 
period.43 The second is that the nonreligious category gained 13 percent, which is an 
exact offsetting amount.  In other words, the exact same number of young people left 
Protestantism and Catholicism as became non-religious. 
While the NYSR reveals significant religious change happening in the teenage 
years, there is also a lot of evidence of religious continuity.   Half of all youth stay in 																																																								
42 Smith and Snell, Souls in Transition, 104. 
43 Smith and Snell, Souls in Transition, 105. 
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their “baseline” tradition.44  Interestingly, the LDS and nonreligious retain 13-17-year-
olds at the highest rates, 72 and 68 percent respectively.45  Mainline Protestants have the 
lowest rates of retention, 50 percent.  However, by age 23, 17% of LDS and 20% of 
Catholic teenagers identify as nonreligious.  Similarly, more than 30% of teenage Jewish 
respondents and nearly 40% of Protestants surveyed as teenagers affiliate as nonreligious 
at age 23.  This dramatic shift from ages 18-23 begs the question: What is happening 
during those years?   Because religion is more than mere affiliation, the NSYR also helps 
us to understand — or at least ask more nuanced questions about — the intersection of 
religious identity, and religious attendance.  
 
Higher Education Research Institute (HERI) 
 One of the most comprehensive studies of college students’ spiritual and religious 
values in recent years was conducted by UCLA’s Higher Education Research Institute 
(HERI).  Over 100,000 students in over 400 colleges and universities were specifically 
asked about the intersection between spirituality and higher education.  In its research 
studies, HERI asks: “What role does spirituality play in the lives of today’s college 
students?  What is the connection between spirituality and religion? How do students’ 
																																																								
44 Smith and Snell, Souls in Transition, 111. 
45 Smith and Snell, Souls in Transition, 109. 
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spiritual and religious qualities change during the college years, and how do such 
qualities relate to the students’ academic and career development?”46 
 The HERI research project was initiated from the belief that while there is 
justifiable pride in some of the outer accomplishments of higher education, the inner 
dimensions of education have been neglected: “Institutions have increasingly come to 
neglect the student’s ‘inner’ development— the sphere of values and beliefs, emotional 
maturity, self-understanding and spirituality.”47  For the purposes of the study, spirituality 
was defined as “how students make meaning of their education and their lives, how they 
develop a sense of purpose, and the value and belief dilemmas that they experience.”48 
 The five-year study was led by Alexander and Helen Astin and yielded a variety 
of important findings.  First, interest in spirituality among students was found to be very 
widespread.  The Astin’s 2005 report, summarized in their book Cultivating the Spirit in 
2011, indicated that 80 percent of 112,232 entering freshman in 236 colleges and 
university were interested in spirituality, with 41 percent of them reporting “integrating 
spirituality into my life” was “essential” or “very important.”  Interestingly, this latter 
percent increased to 50 percent for these students by the time they were juniors.  Also, 
while frequent religious observance declined significantly over the three years of the 
Astin’s longitudinal study (from 43 to 25 percent), another measure of spirituality and 																																																								
46 “Spiritual Changes in Students during the Undergraduate Years,” Higher Education Research 
Institute (“HERI”), December 18, 2007, accessed March 22, 2018, http://spirituality.ucla.edu/docs/ 
news/report_backup_dec07release_12.18.07.pdf. 
47 Alexander Astin, Helen Astin, and Jennifer Lindholm, Cultivating the Spirit (San Francisco: 
Jossey-Bass, 2011) 27. 
48 Astin, Astin and Lindholm, Cultivating the Spirit, 15. 
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ethical concern increased between freshman and junior years.49  The Astin study reported 
that college students have “high expectations for the role of the institutions will play in 
their emotional and spiritual development.”   Specifically, the report found that: 
More than two-thirds (69%) consider it “essential” or “very important” 
that their college enhance their self-understanding and a similar proportion 
(67%) rate highly the role they want their college to play in developing 
their personal values.   
 
Nearly half (48%) also say it is “essential” or “very important” that 
colleges encourage their personal expression of spirituality.50 
 
What colleges can, and should, conclude from the HERI study is useful though not 
definitive.  From it, we know that students are less likely to attend religious services than 
they are to state a belief in God or a concern about, or interest in, spirituality.  As former 
Dean of Religious Life at Smith College Jennifer Walters observed, “Many proponents of 
campus religious programs have used [the HERI] study to support claims that there is an 
increase in student interest in religious concerns and to advocate for increased college 
resources in religious and spiritual programming.”51  But not everyone agrees.52  Walters 
																																																								
49 In his book Acts of Faith, Eboo Patel cautions against understanding the low attendance of 
formal religious services among young adults as dis-interest.  Rather, Patel contends that “the absence of 
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this to the vagaries of youth, viewing kids as too self-absorbed, materialistic or anti-authoritarian to be 
interested in religion.  The result is that adults fail to provide adequate programming for youth and young 
adults. Youth activities are not made a priority and typically are poorly funded.”  Eboo Patel, Acts of Faith: 
The Story of an American Muslim, the Struggle for the Soul of a Generation (Boston: Beacon Press, 2007), 
148. 
50 “College Students Report High Levels of Spirituality and Religiousness,” HERI, April 13, 2005, 
accessed February 16, 2018, http://spirituality.ucla.edu/spirituality/news/release/_study3.pdf. 
 51 Jennifer Walters, “A New Model of Spiritual and Religious Life at Smith College,” Smith 
College, Feb. 5, 2010, accessed May 16, 2018, https://www.smith.edu/news/2009-10/Religious 
Lifestatement.pdf (emphasis in original). 
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has noticed that “some critics argue that the design of the HERI study shapes rather than 
reveals what students mean by spirituality or religious practice.”53  Still others simply do 
not trust the judgments of those promoting the HERI study as a new hegemony.54  
In general, however, studies concur that the typical campus is pluralist when it 
comes to religion.   The Social Science Research Council (“SSRC”) credits sociologist 
John Schmalzbauer with the notion that “the Protestant denominational ministries that 
dominated the campus landscape in the 1950s and 1960s now share space with a host of 
new and creative religious organizations that cater to the diverse profile of today’s 
students,”55 further observing that  “Muslim and Hindu student groups have 
mushroomed, as have informal religious spaces for students like Chabad houses.”56  
And yet, as Walters adroitly noticed on her campus, “while the numbers of 
religiously-based student groups may have increased in number on some college 
campuses, it is not clear if this trend is the result of increased diversity in the student 
																																																																																																																																																																					
52 Benjamin Ginsberg, The Fall of the Faculty: The Rise of the all-Administrative University and 
Why it Matters (New York: Oxford University Press, Inc., 2011).  Ginsberg argues that administrative 
staffs and budgets have grown too big and have, ironically cost the Humanities greatly.  So while there may 
be evidence that students want to explore issues of faith, actual monies dedicated to classroom study of 
religion have declined. 
53 Walters, “A New Model.” 
54 As Thelin points out in History, rather frankly, Astin’s 1993 study, “What Matters in College?” 
dismissed the legitimacy of nearly half of all freshman across the country because they were enrolled in 
community colleges.  According to Thelin, Astin’s rationale was that “community colleges were not real 
colleges.” History, 334. 
 55 Social Science Research Council, “SSRC Guide: Religious Engagement Among American 
Undergraduates,” April 2007, accessed May 16, 2018, http://religion.ssrc.org/reguide/index4.html?cv=1. 
 
56 “SSRC Guide.” See also John Schmalzbauer and Kathleen A. Mahoney, “American Scholars 
Return to Studying Religion,” Contexts 7, no. 1 (2008): 16-21. 
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body or a legitimate increase in students’ interest in religious activity.”57  There just is not 
enough information, and in order to effectively serve these students and college 
campuses, Chaplains must be cognizant of the diversity of the Nones and their myriad 
experiences and needs. 
																																																								
 57 Walters, “A New Model,” 5. 
	34 
Chapter 3:  Who are the Nones? 
 
 Every year during the 1990s, over one million people in the United States joined 
the “None” category.  We examined this trend in the previous chapter with a particular 
focus on emerging adults.   The commercial surveys that revealed and reported some of 
the dynamics around this change in the religious landscape of the United States coined 
this now accepted term; but “None” can be misleading. On one end of the spectrum, 
None can refer to a person who was not raised in a religion and who has no interest in 
finding one.  On the other end of the spectrum, None may mean “None, yet” when a 
person is actively and sincerely looking for a religious community to join.   There are 
many Nones who rest somewhere between these two poles.  As we discovered in Chapter 
2, None does not necessarily mean “not interested.”  At the same time, some clergy and 
theologians often mistakenly assume that Nones are looking to join a church when in fact 
they are simply exploring. Many Nones do not want to formally affiliate with a 
worshiping community.   In this way, one needs to be careful not to collapse the process 
of seeking with the notion of searching or looking to belong.  The shape, character, and 
degree of interest among Nones is diverse, and that is what this chapter will explore. 
 
A Topology of Nones 
 While many campus ministers and spiritual life professionals are familiar with the 
growth in number of students who do not identify with any particular tradition, or Nones, 
remarkably few are conversant about what this None category signifies or what to do 
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about it.  This is why a “deeper dive” into the data is not only central to our 
understanding, but essential to any strategic response we may seek to institute.   
As discussed in Chapter Two, national survey data suggests that many young and 
emerging adults are pioneering a pluralist notion of religious “belonging” and exploring 
alternative spiritual homes.   Because the tendency to change one’s religious affiliation is 
on the rise, I contend that campus ministry programs need to become more conversant 
about this trend and more robust about supporting these students.58 
One of the pioneers of the idea of Nones as “seekers” (rather than simply 
unchurched and disinterested) was Wade Roof Clark, who wrote A Generation of 
Seekers: The Spiritual Journeys of Baby Boom Generation in 1994.59  His work spurred 
the idea that Nones could and should be welcomed and served by church communities.60   
Taking her cue from Roof Clark, Elizabeth Drescher’s recent book, Choosing Our 
Religion: The Spiritual Lives of America’s Nones, is one of the first compendiums that 
does justice to the variety of all that is subsumed by the innocuous term, “none.”  By 
interviewing dozens of Nones, Drescher’s research reveals the richness of their spiritual 
and inspirational sources and the authenticity of their many expressions.  Drescher points 
out that 88% of the Nones said they were not looking for “religion.”  This is a stunning 
statistic at first, suggesting that there is no place in a college chaplaincy program for this 																																																								
58 Diana L. Eck, A New Religious America: How a “Christian Country” Has Become the World’s 
Most Religiously Diverse Nation (New York: HarperOne, 2001). 
59 Wade Roof Clark, A Generation of Seekers: The Spiritual Journeys of Baby Boom Generation 
(San Francisco: Harper, 1994). 
60 As an active parish minister at the time that Roof Clark’s work was published, I can attest to 
(albeit anecdotally) that his work was the impetus for the expansion of new membership programs that 
catered to the unaffiliated at the Unitarian Universalist church. 
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growing cohort of Nones. However, self-reported lack of “seeking” here means only that 
they are not looking to belong, or be subsumed by a religious identify or tradition.  That 
88% says nothing about whether these Americans are engaged in the struggle of 
meaning-making, or whether, given the chance, they would welcome the exploration of 
religious ideas without having to strictly identify.61   The idea that the “seeking” comes 
from the Nones only is also misleading; “seekers” may already identify. Indeed, 40% of 
Americans are said to “shift” their religious identification at least once in their lives.62 
Through an examination of the relevant empirical studies and literature, and my 
own experience and study as a college chaplain, I have determined the growing number 
of Americans who check the None box when asked about their religious affiliation can be 
better understood in at least one of four ways: (1) For some Nones, their families of 
origin chose not to “church” or indoctrinate their children.   They are commonly referred 
to as “unchurched” and eschew “traditional” religion.  This is what the moniker “None” 
tends to refer to when understood literally.  But this is not the whole story behind this 
trend.  Three other significant groups warrant notice and exploration, especially for 
college chaplaincies.  They are (2) spiritual-but-not-religious (“SBNR”); (3) dual, hybrid, 
and/or multi-religious (“MRB”) and; (4) atheist, humanist, or agnostic (“AHAs”). These 
are not always distinct identities, but rather often share significant intersections and 
overlapping to the extent that None might be better understood as a Venn diagram.  
																																																								
61 Elizabeth Drescher, Choosing Our Religion (New York: Oxford University Press, 2016), 24-25. 
62 Darren E. Sherkat, Changing Faith: The Dynamics and Consequences of Americans’ Shifting 
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When we look more closely at the composition of the Nones we discover that a 
more precise or accurate word to describe this group, ironically, might be “many” 
because None is really an umbrella term denoting different expressions of spirituality, 
non-sectarianism, and secularism.  
 
Unchurched Nones 
Headlines that tout the increasing number of Nones across the country are 
sloppily referring to the “unchurched Nones” are those that cause the headlines.  They are 
the people who, when they check the “None” box or answer “None” when asked their 
religious affiliation, drive media coverage of a rising tide of secularism.  These are the 
individuals who, as children and into adulthood, did not attend worship services (at least 
not regularly enough to confer a sense of belonging), and whose parents did not raise 
them in any specific faith tradition (though they may have enjoyed the trappings of some 
holidays).  On college campuses, these Nones arrive and are considered in the None 
category not because they are rejecting their parents’ religious identity or their own 
upbringing,63 but because from the beginning, they had parents who did not inculcate 
them, for one or more of a host of possible reasons.64  
Empirically, the percentages of “unchurched” nones, when measured by 
attendance at services, are becoming more entrenched.  Between 1990 and 2014, the 
percentage of people who report never attending religious services has doubled.  Mark 																																																								
63 See discussion of AHAS, supra. 
64 Joseph Baker and Buster Smith, American Secularism (New York: New York University Press, 
2015).   
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Chaves notes that this increase in those who never attend is due to individuals shifting 
from attending only “very infrequent[ly]” to “never.”  This is important, because the gulf 
between “infrequent” and “never” can mean the difference between considering oneself 
to be part of a religion, and to identifying as a “none.”65  Chaves also points out that these 
shifts are rooted in generational and demographic changes which have direct effects on 
the population of college students today: “Religious involvement is declining because 
one of the most religiously involved groups—married couples with children—is 
shrinking as a proportion of American society.”66 
Similarly, Baker and Smith, in American Secularism, note that religiosity travels 
in families both “upward” and “downward.”  Children typically learn from their parents 
and elders about religion: “Few young children would spontaneously envision the 
religious myths of the great traditions or seek out a specific religion.”67  The “unchurched 
nones” in my rubric do not include those college students who have rejected the 
“downward influence” of their parents’ religion.  I use the term “unchurched Nones” to 
refer to those for whom their parents’ lack of religion was the downward influence.  Their 
parents might have shared the same religious background as each other, but made the 
decision not to raise their children in a faith tradition because of their own 
disillusionment with organized religion.  Other parents of Nones may have each been of a 
																																																								
65 Mark Chaves, American Religion, (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2017), 47. 
66 Chaves, American Religion, 54. 
67 Baker and Smith, American Secularism, 151. 
	39 
different religion, and decided not to provide their children with a faith identity instead of 
choosing between them, or attempting to raise them in a dual-religious household.  
Drescher addresses some of the particular challenges of raising “unchurched 
nones” from the parental perspective, which may help illuminate the experience of the 
unchurched nones on college campuses.  She notes that the biases against raising children 
without an organized religion may drive some to question whether the unchurched nones 
have lacked clear moral guide-lines, traditions that may help children heal from loss, and 
ways to understand their own creation.68   Drescher describes and explores the many 
ways that parents raising unchurched nones navigate these challenges, which shows how 
many of the unchurched nones arriving on college campuses today have been raised in 
households that could be considered SBNR.  For example, their parents have often 
created traditions inspired by those with a specific religious affiliation, or used the 
unaffiliation of the families as a development practice itself. 69 
Of course, considering college students on campus, the unchurched Nones may 
later become SBNRs, AHAs, or later identify with a specific faith tradition.  But at least 
as an initial matter, many of these Nones may not be interested in any offerings of a 
college spiritual life program, because the trappings of religion may be at best unfamiliar 
to them and at worst suspicious. 
What is important to remember about these Nones is that even though they were 
not raised with religion, they may seek it out in adulthood. This is the “upward 																																																								
68 Drescher, Choosing, 219. 
69 Drescher, Choosing, 254-257. 
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trajectory” that Baker and Smith describe. The emerging adults on college campuses are 
typically at a time in their life before marriage and children. But as Baker and Smith note, 
“What often reverses apostasy are marriage and having children.”70  We must not ignore 
this group of students because even though they checked None out of a lack of religious 
identity that is consistent throughout their lives, they may still be seekers either currently 
or later on in life. 
Indeed, as we explored in Chapter 2 regarding the “Rise of the Nones,” there are 
empirically many seekers in the None category, which can be either unchurched nones, 
and/or SBNR and/or AHAs as well. Drescher does an admirable job of plumbing the 
depths of these Nones to conclude that even when an unchurched None says he or she is 
not seeking, that None may very well not be shying away from religious questions, which 
causes many “unchurched nones” to also, or later, identify as SBNR or even religious.71 
  
Spiritual But Not Religious (SBNR) 
Sometimes the entire Nones category is subsumed by the “spiritual but not 
religious” category, which many sociologists and demographers have shortened to the 
acronym “SBNR” when referring to this growing group.72  Technically, however, about a 
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third of those who check None affirm that the SBNR phrase describes them as well.73   I 
think it makes more sense to view the SBNRs as a subcategory of nones, with a unique 
set of needs, experiences, and desires, especially through emerging adulthood.   
 Drescher defines “SBNRs” as “someone who generally believes in some form of 
a supernatural, transcendent being or force, and who is likely to make up various 
practices from traditional religions and metaphysical teachings.”74   She catalogues the 
stories of some Nones and shares their descriptions of their inner spiritual lives and their 
lived embodiment of values which can be considered SBNR.  
Nones insist that affiliation and (non-affiliation) unaffiliation, religion and the 
secular, belief and unbelief need not be in competition, but instead constitute a 
wide variety of resources that can be deployed in the service of human thriving 
and in the enrichment of our common lives.  Given the emergence of what we 
might think of as liminal religion—liminal religion and Enlightenment—style 
secularism—the way forward for those affiliated with institutional religions who 
are committed to the continued vibrancy of religion and spirituality in America 
would seem to be in exploring how Nones make use of traditional religious 
resources in their lives—indeed, perhaps inviting them to do so—by way of 
generating conversations, sharing stories, and encouraging common action, rather 
than be pursuing their conversion to affiliated status.75 
 
 Drescher debunks two important assumptions about the Nones.  The primary 
misconception being that these individuals might not know what they are missing. 
Indeed, over 70% of the unaffiliated were raised in households affiliated with 
institutional religion (so would not be considered “unchurched nones,” as addressed 
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above.76   When these individuals who were raised with religion later reject it, I have 
considered them members of the AHAs, rather than the “unchurched” discussed above.  
This is where the AHAs and the SBNRs are likely to intersect.  Especially on college 
campuses, as young adults move away from the generational forces of religion, they may 
be seeking out their own type of religious expression, or veering into non-belief 
altogether.  It is a continuum. 
 In her 2014 book Belief without Borders: Inside the Minds of the Spiritual but Not 
Religious, Linda Mercadante sets out to better understand those who declare themselves 
to be “spiritual but not religious” (SBNR).  By sharing her own spiritual formation story 
first, Mercadante explains that she used to be a “None.”  A product of a religiously mixed 
marriage, Mercadante reveals early in the text that she was not brought up “with 
religion.”  She explains how despite neither set of grandparents endorsing her parents’ 
decision to marry, her parents never “denied their heritages.” Her Jewish mother and 
Catholic father both believed in God, but they were not formally affiliated with or 
informal attendees of a worshiping community.  Mercadante laments that her parents 
never spoke to her about God, or took her to services, or told her what they believed.  As 
a result, Mercadante grew up yearning for answers and connection to something beyond 
everyday life.  She writes: 
I had become ‘spiritual but not religious.’ Like many seekers today, I tried one 
thing after another: yoga, mediation, vegetarianism, jogging, alternative health 
practices, Unity, Social action groups and spiritual retreats.   I even joined an 
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ashram.  But I found nothing that could answer my theological questions or 
satisfy my spiritual needs.77 
 
Her path led her to first identify as a Roman Catholic and then to live as a committed 
Evangelical Christian before discovering mainline Protestantism and a home in the 
Presbyterian Church (USA).   Her own story shows that many SBNRs are on one step on 
a path, either towards becoming one of the subcategories of the AHA None group, or 
towards moving out from the Nones altogether, towards a more traditional and concrete 
affiliation towards one specific faith tradition and faith practices. 
 The variety and verve of SBNRs, however, does not insulate them from criticism.   
When Rev. Lillian Daniel wrote a short essay attacking the spiritual but not religious for 
the Huffington Post in 2011, she found many “likes” and like-minded.  Her ire was 
rooted in ministerial fatigue. “On airplanes,” she wrote, “I dread the conversation with 
the person who finds out I am a minister and wants to use the flight time to explain to me 
that he is ‘spiritual but not religious.’  Such a person will always share this as if it is some 
kind of daring insight, unique to him, bold in its rebellion against the religious status 
quo.”  She continues, “then he’s telling me that he finds God in the sunsets.” 78  Setran 
also takes this view, characterizing emerging adults’ empirical shift away from organized 
Christianity as towards the “imposter religion of Moralistic Therapeutic Deism.”79 
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 A similar skeptical outlook on the SBNRs accuses them of “poaching.”  This is 
where SBNRs and the multi-religious (discussed below) may intersect.  SBNRs may 
“experiment with new spiritual trends.” 80  Linda Mercadante asked SBNRs she 
interviewed about the criticism that it is “inauthentic to ‘poach’ elements from a wide 
variety of traditions—in effect, divorcing these beliefs and practices from their roots and 
community.”81   She found that her interviewees did not take that criticism very seriously.  
But at what point does this so-called “poaching” become the kind of cultural and 
religious imperialism that may make some affiliated students, especially on college 
campuses, think twice about the inclusion of SBNRs on a multi-faith council, or 
participating in interfaith dialogue. There is an inherent conflict between the SBNR 
students who believe that  “all religions and spiritualties are, at bottom, essentially 
similar”82 and those who identify strictly with one (or even more than one) faith tradition. 
 The SBNRs may also not be interested in a multi-faith setting themselves, so 
some self-selection may be at issue.  In a college spiritual life department, the student 
who “finds God in the sunsets” may not be comfortable in a multi-faith counsel or other 
structured group where religious identity is laid out.  Indeed, as Mercadante outlines, 
many SBNRs are kept away from religion out of fear, inconvenience, and distrust, as well 
as a sense of “righteousness [about] this lack of loyalty to any particular spiritual 
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group.”83  Such a student may simply not take advantage of some of the salient campus 
resources both inside or outside of a college chaplain’s office because of their lack of 
identity.  They may find themselves going the “wellness” route, seeking out meditation or 
yoga classes that are not attached to religious exploration.  As such, they miss out on the 
benefit of guidance from a spiritual life department that could help them along their 
spiritual journey, benefitting from the community of other seekers, and the rich 
knowledge that comes from tradition and experience. 
  
 Hybrids, Hyphenated, “Multi-Religious Belonging” (MRBs)  
Nones also include those who identify with more than one religious tradition, and 
who instead of choosing one, or checking two boxes, decide to identify as None. Some of 
these Nones are the products of inter-religious marriages (religious hybrids). Others are 
exploring how another religion might compliment a primary tradition (bi-religious); or, 
they want to tailor certain elements from two traditions into a better fitting faith (dual 
religious).   Still others seek to combine aspects from several traditions and not just two.  
All of these sub-cohorts are examples of “multiple religious belonging” (“MRB”).84 
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In her book, Being Both, Susan Katz Miller offers evidence that children raised 
with two traditions can become committed interfaith advocates.   Drawing upon both her 
own upbringing and her marriage, Miller quips in her introduction that every marriage 
might be considered interfaith marriage.85  Survey data largely backs up her claim.  In 
2001 the National Jewish Population Survey (NJPS) postulated that, since 1996, the rate 
of intermarriage was up 47%.86  Similarly, in 2005 the U.S. Conference of Catholic 
Bishops reported interfaith marriage as high as 50%.87 Her deep dive into the growing 
interfaith families who honor two traditions reveals that these families are creating a new 
generation of interfaith citizens, citizens who not only reach across religious affiliation 
but who are themselves yoked.  She writes, “I like to use the metaphor that we are giving 
our children two roots, not leaving them rootless.”88 
Katz Miller systematically addresses the objections she and her family have had 
to face as an interfaith family.89  Overall such families or individuals may be accused of 
being “shallow religious dilettantes.”90  And she makes the point that “multi-religious 
belonging” does not encompass those who do not “belong” but “identify” as dual-
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religious.91  She also refers to her identity and that of her family’s as “complex.”  Some 
of the common concerns she has noticed both as an interfaith child and parent included 
the following: confusion on the part of children, stress from having to choose between 
parents, and a lack of community, that being dual-religious is the same as being secular 
or Unitarian-Universalist, or that the religions will be contradictory.92 
Another helpful example and exploration of a dual-religious identity comes from 
Gideon Goosen’s work Hyphenated Christians.  Goosen points out the tradition of the 
dual-religious, and college campuses would be wise to heed his reminder that “even the 
early Christians saw no problem in being simultaneous Jewish and Christians (AC 
2:46).93  In his case, being a “hyphenated Christian,” specifically, a Buddhist-Christian, 
“causes all kinds of apprehensions and misgivings among parents, pastors, and 
prelates.”94  
Indeed, for MRB spiritual sojourners, a traditional religious campus cohort may 
prove to be alienating or more depriving than enriching, if the ability to celebrate and 
identify with more than one tradition is lacking. The problem for many campus ministry 
programs is that they seldom recognize this hybrid category of belonging as existing, or 
worse, as even legitimate.95  The notion that God commanded that his people should have 
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“no gods except me” (Exodus 20:3) seems to inform the assumption that to be “faithful” 
somehow means followers feel/display a “fidelity” to one tradition/denomination.  
However, if MRBs choose to go to a private, non-sectarian, nonprofit, four-year, liberal 
arts college, students may discover that religious groups on campus are largely associated 
with a specific tradition, although not necessarily monolithic ones.   For example, while 
there may be an active Hillel chapter, Jewish students will represent a spectrum of Jewish 
identity ranging from Orthodox to Conservative and Reformed.  Similarly, Christian 
students might find a fellowship that is inclusive not only of mainline traditions like 
Lutherans and Methodists but non-denominational ones as well.96 
Hearkening back to Katz Miller’s observation that in order to ensure that children 
do not feel pressured to choose between their parents in a dual-religious household, 
college chaplaincies should be mindful of giving students the opportunity to genuinely 
celebrate and maintain their different religious identities.  The chaplaincy and the college 
in this analogy is the parent: in order to make a safe space for fruitful religious and 
spiritual development, the choice must be made fully by the institution, to ensure that 
these students are served so that they can feel safe in their emerging adulthood.97 
 MRBs can be said to be “living in liminal space,” where “rules are suspended, 
creativity flourishes, and the obsession with boundaries and binary either/or thinking 
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gives way to a both/and synergy.”98  This space is ideal for a college campus, making 
MRBs exactly the sort of students that campus spiritual life programs should not only 
welcome but seek out in order to bolster interfaith understanding.99 Indeed, “the positive 
characteristics associated with liminality lend strength and validity to individuals who 
want to build an identity out of drawing on dualities society has long considered mutually 
exclusive—black and white, male and female, or Christian and Jew.”100  This kind of 
thinking, especially in the midst of cultural changes and reckonings around the fluidity 
and definitions of race and gender, lends itself well to the very project of liberal 
education.101  In this way, chaplaincies would do well to remain mindful of the 
intersections between those who are MRB as well as AHAS or SBNR. 
  
Atheists, Humanists, Agnostics, and Secular (AHAS) 
 Another sub-category of those who identify as a None are people who do not 
concede that a theistic god exists, or prefer to practice restraint around declaring with 
confidence a god exists, or contend that any transcendent ideal detracts from the notion of 
what singer/songwriter Tracy Chapman made popular: building “heaven here on earth.”  
Specifically, “AHAS” stands for Agnostics, Humanists, Atheists, and Secularists.  As 
noted above, these categories are not finite.  Some AHAS (especially agnostics) may also 																																																								
98 Katz Miller, Being Both, 51. 
99 Karla Suomaia, “Complex Religious Identity in the Context of Interfaith Dialogue,” 
Crosscurrents, (Sept. 2012): 360-370. 
100 Katz Miller, Being Both, 51. 
101 Heath, “Multiple Religious Belonging and Theologies of Multiplicity,” 23. 
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be SBNRs.  Some agnostics may also identify with a particular tradition, even though 
their understanding of the theology of that tradition may be different than other 
practitioners of that tradition.  And still other AHAS may consider themselves multi-or-
dual religious, with their “humanism” or “agnosticism” one of the religions in that 
identity. 
Other scholars have considered the subcategories within AHAS.  For example, in 
American Secularism, Baker and Smith identify three traditional “dimensions of 
religiosity” as “keys to classifying secularity” as “affiliation, belief, and practice.”102  
They consider “secularists” to encompass the atheists, humanists, and agnostics alike.  
For Baker and Smith, AHAS are Nones with “no affiliation.” Their paradigm considers 
atheists to be “disbelievers” and agnostics “nonbelievers.”  I do not think these terms are 
helpful, however, because they are both too simplistic and too blunt.  Baker and Smith 
also leave out humanists from the “secular” category, though they do mention the 
American Humanist Association as an example of a “secular” group.103 The dictionary 
definition humanism is “a system of thought that centers on humans and their values, 
capacities, and worth.”104  Overall, despite some restrictions in their use of language and 
identifiers, Baker and Smith’s comprehensive work establishes that the Nones are a 
multifaceted and more prevalent in American society than many assume. 
																																																								
102 Baker and Smith, American Secularism, 14-15.  
103 Baker and Smith, American Secularism, 186-7. 
104 The American Heritage College Dictionary, 3rd ed., s.v. “humanism.” 
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 Baker and Smith argue, “there are more individuals who consider themselves 
‘not religious’ living in the United States than in any other nation in the world except 
China.”105  They point out that this fact is obfuscated by declarations that America is a 
fervently religious country.106  They contend that the numeric magnitude of American 
secularism is often overlooked because there are many countries where the proportion of 
secularists in the population is larger.  According to the World Values Survey (WVS), 
28% of Americans responded that they were atheist.  Other countries, including 
Australia, China, Germany, Japan, and Spain, had higher percentages of atheists than the 
U.S.107  Some conclude from these numbers that the U.S. is an exceptionally religious 
nation.108  But, as Baker and Smith elucidate, the United States is not exceptionally 
religious, and that is true on college campuses, too.  Indeed, because Pew response rates 
are lower than academic survey response rates,109 the General Social Survey (GSS) may 
be better equipped to determine the true proportion of Nones.110 
The AHAS students, like the SBNRs, unchurched nones, and MRBs, are on a 
point in their spiritual journey.  Some may never want to set foot into a religious service, 
let alone a campus spiritual life office, while still others may find their identities shifting 
significantly over time, as they, usually living for the first time without the “downward 																																																								
105 Baker and Smith, American Secularism, 2. 
106 Wuthnow, Inventing American Religion, 44-67.  Wuthnow discusses the history of the Gallup 
poll, which he asserts, “contributed to the public prominence” of religion.   
107 Baker and Smith, American Secularism, 1. 
108 Baker and Smith, American Secularism, 1. 
109 Wuthnow, Inventing Religion, 184. 
110 Baker and Smith, American Secularism, 89. 
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influence” of a religion, may find themselves seeking more than they initially 
expected.111  Thus, the college chaplaincy’s door must remain open: both to provide these 
students a safe place for exploration, and because the affirmative beliefs of AHAs should 
be treated with respect and sensitivity, rather than dismissed as simply “lacking.”  That 
does a disservice to both the AHA students themselves, as well as the deep questions they 
might be asking by nature of their emotional, intellectual, and spiritual development. 
Barack Obama gave voice to the Nones when he stated in his first inaugural 
address that the United States is “a nation of Christians and Muslims, Jews and Hindus, 
and non-believers.”112  By Baker and Smith’s framework, President Obama was referring 
only to “agnostics,” which I think misses the point.  The President was speaking to the 
Nones: all of them, in their multifaceted, overlapping practices and identities. 
 
College Chaplaincy’s Role in the Spiritual Life of the Nones 
Given the growing numbers and variety of Nones, what should college religious 
and spiritual life offices on campus do?  Should we do anything, or are we on campus to 
serve only those students with a clear religious affiliation?  In the case of a sectarian 
college, that perhaps is the case.  But in colleges that are private, nonprofit, and non-
sectarian, faculty and staff are generally tasked with providing students an understanding 
of the world, including the diversity within it.  Therefore, college spiritual and religious 																																																								
111 Baker and Smith, American Secularism, 151. 
112 Baker and Smith, American Secularism, 2.  Baker and Smith quote this portion of Obama’s 
address, which is available in full on the web. President Obama’s First Inaugural Address, January 21, 
2009, accessed Nov. 7, 2017, https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/blog/2009/01/21/president-obamas-
inaugural-address. 
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life departments will be doing their best work if they decide to serve the Nones.  This is 
true for two reasons.  First, the departments have a responsibility to provide compelling 
ways for all students to engage as part of their mission. And second, relatedly, the diverse 
perspectives of the Nones will strengthen the programs and bring them even closer to the 
core of their mission of supporting spiritual development and “questing” of young adults. 
Consider one of the hallmarks of current emerging adulthood communication: 
YouTube.  Five years ago, as Setran and Kiesling note, a spoken word poem took hold 
entitled “Why I hate Religion, but Love Jesus.”  The young adult presenting the poem, 
Jefferson Bethke, echoed some of the great traditions of religious reform, touting that 
“Jesus” and “religion” were different.  There is no doubt many emerging adults on 
college campuses would agree. Would they consider themselves Christian or None?  
Should a college spiritual life program serve them?  One would think yes: not only would 
the students be well served, but their presence and participation could also strengthen 
interfaith dialogue. 
Emerging adults are asking these questions while unpacking their feelings about 
and around authority.113  Thus, the Nones who are skeptical or rejecting of organized 
religion may be at a place of developmental growth where they do not want to identify 
with a specific religion.  But that does not necessarily take away from their desire to 
understand and explore core questions of meaning and purpose.  As students deliberate 
																																																								
113 Sharon Deloz Parks, Big Questions, Worthy Dreams (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass Inc., 2000), 
49. 
	54 
who they can trust, that is one of the projects not just of the university but of young 
adulthood.114 
Robert Wuthnow has theorized that overall, there has been a significant cultural 
shift from a religiosity in America that is “dwelling” to a religiosity that is “seeking.” 
Instead of “dwelling” in one place, where religious edicts and understandings are well-
defined and understood, Wuthnow argues that as a society we are moving towards 
“seeking,” which is characterized by exploring new ideas, practices, communities, and 
asking questions that lack concrete answers.115  What is key for college chaplaincies is 
that this shift that Wuthnow identified and defined is not just cultural, but developmental.   
It is the very project of young adulthood to go from “dwelling” to “seeking” or from 
“nesting” to “questing.”  Indeed, the Nones on college campuses are by definition, and by 
dint of their development, asking spiritual questions.  As Robert Wuthnow notes, young 
adults are given structural support until emerging adulthood when they are then left to ask 
these big questions alone, unless they were given and maintain an identification and 
affiliation with a specific faith tradition.116   
Spiritual seekers look for answers to the most pertinent spiritual questions in 
places that Shults and Sandage define as “outside the officially authorized places.”117  
This is especially true of emerging adults.  This questing may lead them to a religious and 																																																								
114 Parks, Big Questions, 53. 
115 Wuthnow, After Heaven, 1-18, as quoted in Shults and Sandage, 185. 
116 Robert Wuthnow, After the Baby Boomers: How Twenty- and Thirty-Somethings are Changing 
the Face of American Religion (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2007), 12.  
117 Shults and Sandage, Transforming Spirituality (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academy, 2006), 
233. 
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spiritual life department — or it may not.  The question may be, in part, whether such a 
space is indeed “authorized,” and if it is, seekers may purposefully decline to seek it out 
(as discussed above with regard to the unchurched nones and the SBNRs).   In whatever 
form it takes, however, this “questing” perspective means that emerging adults, by nature 
of their age and station in life, at their best are willing to ask existential questions, 
question the authority of the religion (or secularism) in which they were raised, and 
remain open to new understandings of religion.118 
Constructive developmental theories bear this out.  They note that there is a not a 
clear trajectory from childhood to adulthood, but a series of questions to authority in fits 
and starts, as post-adolescents and young adults navigate these questions.  One such 
question is “intimacy versus isolation.”119  Young adults are still forming the very core of 
their identity, which may happen through their mid-twenties (and thus well through 
college age for most).  They are undergoing the very difficult work of deciding whether 
or not their identity is formed by the commitment to the beliefs and behaviors they 
learned for authority figures.120 
Likewise, another way to look at the religious development of emerging adults 
has been the journey metaphor.  Developmental psychologists use this rubric to describe 
one transition to another, such as from childhood to adulthood. As Sharon Parks 
recognizes, the “journey language is a language of transcendence, crossing over, 
																																																								
118 Shults and Sandage, Transforming Spirituality, 234. 
119 Shults and Sandage, Transforming Spirituality, 174. 
120 Setran and Kiesling, Spiritual Formation, 61-63. 
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reaching, and moving beyond.  When we feel we are not yet what we ought to be, we are 
prone to feeling we are not where we ought to be.”121  This is exactly the posture of the 
young adult who might wander into a religious service or a multi-faith meeting.   They 
are learning who they are, and where they want to be. College chaplaincies may be able 
to help with the “where”: in a religious service, a yoga class, a discussion group, a 
meditation circle, or alone, in prayer. 
Building upon the work of Parks, Wuthnow, and Shults and Sandage, we see the 
push and pull a journey of faith as between a “nesting place” and a “questing place.”  The 
very project of a religious and spiritual life program is to help students decide for 
themselves who they are and what they want to be in the world.  This is true of the Nones 
as well.  As Wuthnow notes, if the idea of “truth” is broadened, it is the essence of the 
academy, and what a college is meant to be: “Just as music or literature be part of the 
academy, so should religion.”122  
And, as addressed above, many of the specific characteristics of the multifaceted 
Nones lend these students particular well to multi-religious work.  This is especially true 
of MRBs, as elucidated by Katz Miller, in her descriptions of the unique ability of MRBs 
to navigate and challenge false binaries and dwell in the “liminal space.”123  Parks notes 
the project of emerging adulthood is to assert and submit to authorities outside the self.  
																																																								
121 Parks, Big Questions, 48. 
122 Robert Wuthnow, “Can Faith Be More Than a Sideshow in the Contemporary Academy?” in 
American University in the Postsecular Age Religion and Higher Education, ed. Douglas Jacobsen and 
Rhonda Hustedt Jacobsen (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 40. 
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All young adults are looking for guidance, including these Nones. As Shults and Sandage 
note, “[l]iminal space provide opportunities for spiritual transformation through the 
humility of unknowing and the courage of authentic selfhood.”124  This notion of the 
“humility of unknowing” is key.  That is one of the core missions of liberal education: to 
teach students what they do not know, and to encourage them to be lifelong learners with 
the courage to learn it.125  This is true both of their inner self, and of the world around 
them.  Students who are capable of dwelling in that liminal space, which include, as 
noted above, MRBs, as well as, I would argue, the SBNRs and the AHAS, are thus 
particularly well suited to explore the unknown and communicate across boundaries. 
Indeed, as discussed in the following chapter, the mission of catering to the 
multifaceted Nones on the Simmons college campus benefitted not only students but the 
overall spiritual and religious life project as well.  The efforts we undertook to 
accommodate this swath of seeker strengthened not only the outreach of the department, 
but reinforced the core of our mission: to help emerging adults navigate their own 
spiritual development in an authentic, safe, and challenging way. 
 
 
 
  
																																																								
124 Shults and Sandage, Transforming Spirituality, 235. 
125 Alexander Astin, Helen Astin, and Jennifer Lindholm, Cultivating the Spirit: How College can 
Enhance Students’ Inner Lives (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass Inc., 2011), 137-157. Here the authors examine 
the relationship between positive higher education outcomes and spiritual development.  
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Chapter 4: 
 
Simmons College: A Case Study 
 
 As I examined in Chapter 2, Nones are on the rise.  Chapter 3 explored how the 
Nones are not a monolithic group, but a mosaic of different backgrounds, perspectives, 
and spiritual journeys.  In this Chapter, I focus on the concrete ways Religious and 
Spiritual Life programs on campus can reach out to these Nones.  The goal is to invite 
them into the interfaith dialogue promoted by college Religious and Spiritual Life 
departments, both to support and further the spiritual lives of the Nones, while also 
strengthening and expanding the commitment to truly inclusive interfaith work.  As I 
noted in Chapter 1, the meaning of the word “interfaith” has a long and winding history.  
Here, I use “interfaith dialogue” to mean a deliberate connection and exchange of ideas 
among students of different faiths, including the many definitions of Nones. In order to 
provide a framework for analyzing the success of programs piloted on one college 
campus, I am utilizing metrics suggested by the Interfaith Youth Core and collected as 
part of their “Learning Outcomes Bank.”  
 Over the last few years at Simmons College, the Spiritual Life Department, which 
I lead, has launched three concrete initiatives to strengthen its connection to the growing 
and diverse population of Nones on campus.  I use Simmons as a case study for three 
reasons.  First, and most obvious, as Director of Religious and Spiritual Life at Simmons, 
I have had a front-row seat to the particular demographic changes at the college and the 
initiatives tried there.  Second, the consistent and proud history of Simmons Religious 
and Spiritual Life programs tells a story about how spiritual life programs on campus 
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have and have not changed, and invites reflection about the long evolution of both the 
population of students on campus and how the posture of Religious and Spiritual Life 
programs can change.  Third, Simmons is a suitable case study because it has a Religious 
Spiritual Life structure that is typical of small liberal arts colleges (a Chaplain or Director 
and a series of satellite advisors),126 so the lessons from Simmons can easily be replicated 
and applied on campuses throughout the country that are facing similar challenges and 
opportunities catering to the Nones. 
 
Simmons Context and History   
 Simmons College, located in downtown Boston, is a women’s undergraduate 
college that was founded in 1899. As touted on the school’s website, founder John 
Simmons wanted to establish a college so that women could  “be able to earn 
independent livelihoods and lead meaningful lives.”127  Simmons is a four-year, private, 
not-for-profit liberal arts college with very robust nursing and health studies programs.  It 
is a member of a consortium of five schools in the neighborhood, known as “Colleges of 
the Fenway.”  The undergraduate population is approximately 2000 students and the 
																																																								
126 In 2015, Katherine Smanik at Indiana University conducted some rare research on college 
chaplaincy as a part of her doctoral requirements.   She partnered with the National Association of College 
and University Chaplains (NACUC) to solicit all 206 members.  Sixty responded, yielding a response rate 
of 29%.   Her findings show that 88% of chaplains/directors/deans identify as Christian; 83% are ordained; 
88% are FTE. Half of the respondents also reported having at least one other part-time staff person.  The 
article summarizing the study, entitled “2015 NACUC Membership Survey,” was circulated to NACUC 
members via email in 2016 and is on file with the author. See also “National Study of Campus Ministries,” 
2007, accessed November 10, 2016, http://www.campusministrystudy.org/PTEV_conference_ 
presentation.pdf. 
 127 “History of Simmons,” Simmons.edu, 2018, accessed May 16, 2018, http://www.simmons.edu/ 
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institution now includes five graduate schools with enrollment of around 3,000.128 
 Simmons was founded directly before what has been defined as “A Century of 
Religious Privatization,” during which “religion was slowly withdrawn (or withdrew) 
from the more public domains of education and came to be seen as a more personal 
matter that faculty and students, if they so desired, could address on their own terms 
outside the academic framework of the institution.”129  This can be seen in some ways in 
the development of Spiritual Life at Simmons: it was a decidedly extracurricular affair, 
though in some ways sanctioned by the college because it was allowed to have structure.  
Simmons generally followed the pattern of colleges at the time: the “privatization” of 
religion on campus actually allowed for more pluralism, as people of other religions 
besides Protestantism were able to join and feel comfortable in the academy.130 
  
Historical Look at Religious Groups on the Simmons Campus 
 To further elucidate the Simmons context, in which initiatives meant to better 
serve the Nones have been piloted and assessed, it is helpful to understand the groups that 
have been in existence on the Simmons campus throughout its history, as each informs 
the current student experience.  Historically (meaning 1900-1950) there were six student 
groups that have been faith-identified. All but one was Christian in some derivation.  At 																																																								
128 “Quick Facts,” Simmons.edu, 2018, accessed March 22, 2018, http://www.simmons.edu/ 
about-simmons/why-simmons/quick-facts.  
129 Jacobsen and Jacobsen, No Longer Invisible: Religion in University Education (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2012), 20.  The Jacobsens rightly credit George Marsden whose opus, The Soul of 
the American University (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994) gave rise to a narrative of 
secularization. 
130 Jacobsen and Jacobsen, No Longer Invisible, 21. 
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the time, Simmons followed what some have called the “Free Market Model” of 
Religious Life on campus, which meant that, to the extent there was recognition of 
student faith groups on campus, it came from the impulse and will of the students.  The 
faith groups were treated like other student groups on campus. This meant that the ones 
that had an active number of participants were the ones being recognized.131  
  In addition to a society for Jewish students there were clubs for Catholic students, 
Orthodox Christians, Evangelical students, Christian Scientists, and a YWCA chapter.   
These groups seem to have been very active and integrated into the social fabric of the 
college.132  
 The Menorah Society (the sole non-Christian of Simmons’ historical religious 
groups) was established in 1917.  Its goal, according to mission statements found in the 
school yearbook called Microcosm, was to create an organization where members would 
study the history and ideals of the Jewish faith within the context of modern society.  
Over the years, the club broadened its mission to include community service projects on 
and off campus.  The group also increased their activity in planning socials, organizing 
lectures and hosting interfaith meetings.  “Interfaith” in this context appears to have 
meant open to Christians as well as Jewish students. In 1944, the Menorah Society at 																																																								
131 Jacobsen and Jacobsen, No Longer Invisible, 83.  The Jacobsens came up with a helpful rubric 
of the most common ways religion was “organized” on college campuses.  The three types relevant here in 
addition to the Free Market Model include The Senate Model in which all religions present on campus are 
given the same support and the House of Representatives Model in which the college or university 
“assumes some responsibility for making sure that all religious groups are recognized and accommodated.”  
The House of Representatives Model can allocate resources equally (meaning same) or this model can 
allocate resources commensurate with the size of a tradition on campus.  In the ladder case, if religious 
pluralism and diversity are esteemed values, care should be taken to ensure religious majorities are not re-
inscribed as dominant by commanding more resources.     
132 According to Simmons College archivist Jason Woods. 
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Simmons College changed its name to Hillel.  It should be noted here that Simmons is 
proud to have not placed a cap on the number of Jewish students admitted in the early 
Twentieth Century, unlike many other private colleges that did so.133   
 
Figure 4.1 The Menorah Society of Simmons College, Microcosm 1917. 
 
  
 The two oldest historical Christian clubs were the Newman Club (Catholic) and 
the Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA).  The Newman Club began around 
1920.  Its goal was to bring Catholic students together for the purpose of strengthening 
their knowledge about their faith.  It also collaborated with other college clubs for events 
such as meetings, dances, communion dinners, and cake-baking contests.  In the mid-
1950s, the club was one of the largest on campus, boasting 200 members. 
																																																								
 133 “History of Simmons,” Simmons.edu, 2018, accessed May 16, 2018, http://www.simmons.edu 
/about-simmons/why-simmons/History-of-Simmons. 
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 Figure 4.2 The Catholic student group called the Newman Club, Simmons   
 Microcosm 1920. 
  
 Similarly, the YWCA club, formed before the First World War, grew to more 
than 200 students within its first year.  Because its goal was “to encourage cooperation, 
sociability and service through a Christian, missionary framework,” the YWCA was 
known on campus for sponsoring programs that fostered understanding between religious 
groups and nations.  It was well-connected with the national YWCA and, like Hillel, 
participated in community service projects.  
	64 
 
Figure 4.3 The Emergence of the YWCA, Simmons Microcosm 1913 
  
 The Intervarsity Christian Club formed when what was called the Unity Club and 
the League of Evangelical Students merged in 1944.  It was an interdenominational club, 
like its predecessors, and was based on a Fundamentalist understanding of the Bible, 
which meant that members believed in the inerrancy of scripture and that it should be 
read literally.  Its goal was to support the spiritual, intellectual, and social development of 
its members.  Intervarsity, or “IV” as it became known, sponsored daily prayer meetings, 
campus bible studies, and discussion panels.  
 Likewise, the Simmons Orthodox Club was formed in 1947 and was originally 
affiliated with New England Federation of Orthodox Clubs.  The club appears to have 
been active only until 1962, an unusually short lifespan.134   Its stated goal was to unite 
students of Orthodox faiths and to foster relations between all faiths.  Much like IV, the 																																																								
134 Last mention in Microcosm in 1962. 
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club sponsored daily prayer meetings, campus bible studies, and discussion panels.  The 
redundancy of purpose may have been a contributing factor in its demise.   
 Lastly, the Christian Science Club began in 1935.  It offered a daily prayer group 
and an active book club, and also invited speakers to campus to discuss world events.    It 
was also interested in museum outings and fostering an appreciation of the arts.  The 
group’s dynamism and existence, despite the small overall numbers of Christian 
Scientists in the population, reflects perhaps the proximity of the Mary Baker Eddy 
Library and Christian Science Center to the Simmons College Campus.  
 
 
Figure 4.4 The Christian Science Society, Simmons Microcosm 1918 
  
  
 A few observations are especially worth noting for the purposes of this summary.  
One is that nearly every club had a clearly stated goal to engage in intellectual inquiry 
about religion.  Another is that these groups made learning about other traditions an 
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explicit part of their objectives.135  That is, there appears to have been a polite cultural 
regard for religious diversity, a characteristic that remains to a large degree.   Still another 
shared feature of these groups seems to have been a distinct “club feel” in which social 
gatherings played an important part and cultivating connection between members 
paramount.  And yet, not one of these religious groups was entirely insular.  In fact, a 
fourth common attribute of these groups was that they all were dedicated to at least one 
service project each semester.  Although these “drives” and “mission trips” were done 
within just one faith tradition, there was a clear commitment to volunteerism.  This 
tradition, as discussed in greater detail below, could lay the groundwork for one of the 
initiatives that, with some re-orientation, could serve the growing population of Nones. 
 
Current Groups on the Simmons Campus 
 Given the rich history of student religious groups at Simmons, it is not surprising 
that faith groups continue to thrive on campus, though with different populations and a 
different structure to some degree.   Simmons transitioned from a “Free Market Model” 
to a “House of Representatives Model” of Religious Life on campus when I was hired to 
manage the Department of Religious and Spiritual Life under the aegis of Student Affairs 
in 2010.  Jacobsen and Jacobsen describe the “House of Representatives Model” as one 
in which the college takes on responsibility for “making sure that all religious groups are 																																																								
135 Alexander and Helen Astin and Jennifer Lindholm, Cultivating the Spirit: How College Can 
Enhance Students’ Inner Lives (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2011), 137-157.  These observations are 
especially salient in light of the metric the Astins developed which attempts to measure how five qualities 
work together to foster spiritual growth.   I discuss these later when I describe the initiatives undertaken at 
Simmons College.  It is just interesting to note how learning about other traditions would constitute 
developing a more Ecumenical Worldview and volunteering would speak to an Ethic Caring. 
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recognized and accommodated.”136  That work is ongoing when it comes to the Nones.  
The key is, however, that institutional and staff support help to guide the structure of the 
Department such that institutional knowledge and support remain intact no matter the 
particular energy level or presence of certain students on campus. 
 There are currently four active faith organizations with staff support on campus in 
addition to a Christian gospel choir, which is organized primarily for musical endeavors.   
The current religious and spiritual life experience at Simmons is more diverse than the 
past described above, but still centers around the three Abrahamic faiths of Judaism, 
Christianity, and Islam. 
 The biggest difference between religious life on campus today and during the 
historical period described above is the presence and dynamism of “SIS,” the Simmons 
Islamic Society.  SIS is a vibrant student organization.  With over 40 students on their 
roster, this group has strong student leadership and a much-beloved Muslim advisor.  The 
SIS advisor is a nine-month post in which the advisor is on campus for 12-15 hours a 
week (quarter-time) and paid directly by Simmons, with an annual salary of $12,000.   
 Members of SIS regularly congregate together for lunch and often come together 
in small study groups.   At their request, a modest-sized office was converted to a prayer 
room (complete with ablution station for ritual cleansing) in the Main College Building 
(MCB).  SIS has won the Student Organization Award twice in the last five years.  The 
award is an honor bestowed on the student group that provides some of the most 
compelling programming and fosters a keen sense of community.  It is also meant to 																																																								
136 Jacobsen and Jacobsen, No Longer Invisible, 83. 
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acknowledge effective leadership.   Their programs consistently run the gamut from 
small group Koranic studies (Halakah) to large-scale Eid celebrations to which the whole 
campus and the Colleges of the Fenway are invited.  The students connect on both 
religious and cultural levels, as evidenced, for example, by the Hijab Fashion Show, 
another landmark event. 
 Similarly, the Catholic Students Association  (“CSA”) is a healthy and strong 
student group, but a modest membership.   Approximately 6-25 students are active 
members.  Like SIS, the CSA advisor is a nine-month position and requires an on campus 
presence of 12-15 hours a week (quarter-time).   This salary also is paid directly by 
Simmons, with an equitable annual amount of $12,000.  CSA’s orientation is slightly 
more off-campus, however, in that their weekly event of attending mass together at a 
local Boston church or at Emmanuel College (one of the schools in the Colleges of the 
Fenway), which is affiliated with the Diocese of Boston and is conveniently located 
across the street from Simmons. The CSA follows the liturgical year, offering students a 
way of celebrating Holy Days of Obligation and small group bible study. The group also 
goes on retreats.  Although about twenty percent of First Year students identify as Roman 
Catholic,137 the CSA is the smallest religious group on campus.  Its program offerings 
either reflect or foster its small size; it is difficult to tell.   
 Christian Fellowship (“CRU”) is a group of Christian Evangelicals organized by 
Real Life Boston, formerly known as Campus Crusades for Christ.  The group has a 																																																								
137 Simmons data was extracted and tabulated from the Simmons College CIRP results in 2015, 
and is on file with the author.  See also “Cooperative Institutional Research Project (CIRP) Freshman 
Survey,” HERI, accessed November 11, 2017, https://heri.ucla.edu/cirp-freshman-survey/. 
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strong relationship with an off-campus leader.  There are about 30-40 active members.  
CRU is a successful example of a working partnership between students on campus and a 
church community off-campus. Their advisor, hired by CRU, is recognized as an affiliate 
of Simmons and attends staff meetings.  Simmons does not pay the advisor’s salary, or 
provide office space.  Neither does the college provide this person with a staff ID or 
email account.  For all intents and purposes, this person is allowed as a guest on campus 
whose work with students is recognized, but whose presence is tolerated at the discretion 
of the Dean for student affairs.  Typically they are on campus 8-12 hours a week (quarter-
time).  Programming is largely off-campus, but the group does host a regular Monday 
night Bible study, which is one of the most enduring campus traditions.   This Bible-
study has been running consecutively for over a decade. 
 Lastly, not only is the Hillel chapter at Simmons one of the most active student 
organizations, it is one of the most longstanding (taking its legacy from the Menorah 
Society). The group’s leadership is strong from both a staff and student perspective.  
There are 30-50 active members. The hallmarks of the group are monthly Shabbat 
dinners on campus, a robust outreach program to Jewish students of any derivation, and a 
commitment to interfaith dialogue and multi-faith education, and a fast-growing 
Alternative Spring Break travel abroad to Israel.  Simmons Hillel, like CRU, benefits 
from strong financial support from its outside organization.  One of the concrete benefits 
is the Simmons advisor, who works full-time for Hillel and splits her time between two 
campuses.  Simmons pays Hillel $12,000 annually for the advisor’s presence on campus, 
and the advisor is, in turn, paid directly by Hillel. 
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 These four active student groups thrive on campus both because of the students’ 
interest and the college’s concrete support for their programming.  But the limitations of 
these groups are clear.  As their names and programming show, they are geared toward 
students who already identify and practice these specific religions.  Though a student who 
was raised in a dual-religious household, or identified as dual-religious, for example, 
could attend both the CSA and the Hillel gatherings, such a student would be the 
exception.  The other types of Nones — unchurched, SBNRS, or AHAS, would not find a 
home in these campus groups.  This is not a failing on the groups’ part, or on the 
college’s, but a simple structural fact.  The groups do not “introduce” a religion, they 
exist to give students’ a community of practitioners, and a way to deepen and practice 
their faith.  As the demographic data shows, however, there are a great many Simmons 
students who do not fall into this category. 
 
Demographic Trends  
 A survey tool administered by the Higher Education Research Institute, or HERI, 
collects information about the attitudes and expectations of first-year students when they 
arrive on campus.138    Over seventy private colleges participate in the Cooperative 
Institutional Research Project (CIRP).  Each school that administers the survey is given 
results broken-out for that school particularly.  Because colleges cannot compel students 
to reveal their religious identity, this information is provided voluntarily through the 
survey.  In this survey, typically administered during orientation of the freshman or first 																																																								
138  “CIRP Freshman Survey,” HERI. 
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year, students are asked to identify their religion.  Those who marked “other” indicated 
that either their religion was not listed in the survey options, or they were reluctant to 
choose. It should be noted that students were not given the option of marking more than 
one choice.  So it stands to reason that students who marked “other” may have been those 
who identified with more than one tradition on the list and did not want to erase half or 
more of their religious identity. Likewise, some Nones could be interpreting the question 
as having to do with membership in a tradition or attendance at a specific house of 
worship.  Therefore, the CIRP results quite possibly reflect Nones with a more 
complicated religious background then “none” suggests. 
 While Protestant and Catholic Christian populations have certainly declined, they 
each maintain a strong presence and, together, constitute a student body where nearly half 
of students identity as Christian.  The Jewish population, by contrast, has declined 
markedly in the last thirty years. [See Figure 4.6] The general increase of “other” 
traditions follows national trends and affirms that the college has an increase in religious 
diversity.  The “others” may also encompass those for whom identity is shifting; or, 
students for whom an attachment to tradition of origin still holds sway but not yet ready 
to declare “none.”  Another important trend for Simmons is the substantial increase in 
students who declare no official religious identity.  Again, this mirrors national trends 
discussed in Chapter 2.  Any changes to staffing or programming should certainly take 
these trends into consideration if the department is to try and serve all students.  
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 Simmons College has participated in the CIRP study for over forty years.  Below 
is an aggregated breakout of how first-year students have classified themselves over the 
last thirty-five years.   
YEAR 
n = number 
of  first-year 
students who 
completed 
CIRP 
1980 
368 
1990 
270 
2000 
171 
2010 
330 
2015  
375 
Protestant 22% 30% 31% 26% 25% 
Roman Catholic 45% 38% 29% 29% 22% 
Jewish 15% 13% 7% 5% 2% 
Other 11% 6% 14% 12% 15% 
None 8% 14% 20% 28% 24% 
 
Figure 4.5 Religious Identity of First Year Students at Simmons College, Aggregated 
 
  
 Beyond these demographics, a few socio-graphic highlights help to inform a 
clearer understanding of the population of new students.  According to the CIRP study, a 
majority of students arrive at Simmons with an ardent interest in religion.   Nearly eighty 
percent report having discussed religion either “Frequently” or at least “Occasionally” 
with peers over the course of the previous year.  
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 Figure 4.6 Frequency of having discussed religion with a peer in the last year 
 
 
Nearly three out of four first-year students report having attended some kind of religious 
service in the year directly preceding their arrival.  
 
Figure 4.7 Frequency of attendance of a religious service. 
 
 Most importantly, one third of new students arrive with what they estimate to be 
an “Above Average” sense of “Spirituality” and/or interest in the spiritual.  If those who 
self-report as having an “Average” interest in “Spirituality” are included in this number, 
then an astonishing 75% of students rate their spirituality as either as strong, or stronger, 
32.4	
50.5	
17.1	 Frequently 
Occasionally 
Not at all 
How often have you discussed religion  
in the past year with peers? 
	
How often have you attended a 
religious service in the last year? 
Frequently 
Occasionally 
Not at all 
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than their peers.  This is significant, especially since Simmons is non-sectarian college. 
  
Figure 4.8 How Simmons students rate their interest in Spirituality 
  
Similar to the country-wide statistics from the Pew studies examined in Chapter Two, not 
only do young women arrive at Simmons with a self-reported strong interest in, and 
sensibility about “spirituality,” they also display a clear idea about the larger role they 
expect intellectual inquiry to play in their college experience.  Eighty percent recognize 
that gaining an “appreciation of ideas” is “very important.”  This reveals that students 
arrive not only with interest in larger questions of meaning but also a willingness to 
explore these issues from a variety of perspectives.   Taken together, these data shows 
that students want to be engaged around profound questions of meaning and values and 
expect to encounter different worldviews.139  
																																																								
139 “Worldview” here is understood as a foundational outlook on life that helps one make sense of 
the world around oneself. “Emerging Interfaith Trends: What College Students Are Saying About Religion 
in 2016,” Interfaith Youth Core “IDEALS” Study, 2016, accessed March 21, 2018, 
https://www.ifyc.org/sites/default/files/u4/208423049283045.pdf. 
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Figure 4.9 How Simmons students rate the importance of gaining an appreciation of 
ideas in college 
 
 Taken together, the demographic trends and the self-reported value placed both on 
their own spirituality and engaging diversity made it clear that the Religious & Spiritual 
Life office at Simmons College needed to rethink the way we did our work.  
 
Simmons Initiatives to Reach the Nones 
 Given the history of religious groups at Simmons College, the current culture of 
the existing religious groups on campus, and the uptick of students arriving on campus 
who would be considered Nones, we wanted to find a way to reach and serve these 
students and invite them in to the interfaith dialogue that is a hallmark of our 
Department’s goals. To that end, the Simmons Religious and Spiritual Life Department 
operationalized three distinct initiatives to address and service two key developments: 
first, the increase of so-called “nones” and “other” on the Simmons campus, and the 
corresponding high percentage of students who identify themselves as being keenly 
interested in religion. 
0. 
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 It is important to note that these initiatives were piloted consecutively (though 
with some overlap), not simultaneously, over three years.   That is, we added the second 
initiative to the first in year two; and, in year three tried to continue with all three ideas 
even though the Multi-faith council waned. There were two main reasons for this.   The 
first reason was that human and financial resources were limited.   We had some budget 
constraints with regard to hiring new staff in 2015 so we had to find a way to innovate 
within the existing funding structure.  Another reason was that we simply had not come 
up with the idea of having a graduate student facilitate an affinity group for Atheists, 
Humanists, and Agnostics until we had a candidate apply for a field education placement 
through a local Divinity school who identified as Agnostic.   As a result, the first two 
initiatives were in some ways precursors of the third, which had not initially occurred to 
us as a possible way to appeal to the changing demographics. 
 There are two metrics of success applied to these programs.  First is the concrete 
outreach, measured simply by participation.  This is a blunt tool to simply gauge how 
many students were reached, even on the surface, by the programmatic offerings.  
Participation does not tell us anything about the depth of discussion or meaning making, 
but it is useful to set a floor for success.  If no students show up, for example, then we 
know that the program was not a success.   The same program could be offered again, it 
should be noted, and could draw many students, but without attendance, assessment is 
precluded.  The second, more nuanced metric for success is borrowed from the Interfaith 
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Youth Core (“IFYC”) “Learning Outcomes Bank.”140  IFYC’s “Campus Wide Interfaith 
Learning Outcomes” are a sampling of metrics that other universities have used to 
measure the success of their programs.  The DePaul University Department-Level 
Metrics are most applicable to Simmons, and those are the ones I apply below.  DePaul 
University has a similarly structured Office of Spiritual Life as Simmons, though it is 
called the “Office of Religious Diversity” and unlike Simmons, its chaplains are full-
time.141  However, the Department-Level goals poached from DePaul are applicable to 
Simmons efforts to integrate the Nones more fully into Spiritual Life programs. They are: 
  
 Students who participate in Office of Religious Diversity programs will: 
• Integrate their spiritual, religious, or philosophical tradition’s beliefs into 
their daily lives; 
• Build skills to lead civic engagement efforts and build community in 
pursuit of justice; 
• Consider their own and others’ spiritual or religious and cultural practices 
and traditions.142 
  
These metrics are particularly relevant to developing and measuring the effectiveness of 
programs that cater to the Nones, because they clearly invite in Nones, by mentioning 
students’ “philosophical tradition” instead of simply their “faith tradition” as well as their 
“cultural practices and traditions” instead of simply their “spiritual and religious 
traditions.” 
																																																								
140 “Learning Outcomes Bank,” Interfaith Youth Core (IFYC), 2017, accessed February 10, 2018, 
https://www.ifyc.org/resources/creating-interfaith-learning-outcomes. 
141 “Student Affairs,” DePaul University, 2017, accessed February 10, 2018, 
https://offices.depaul.edu/student-affairs/about/departments/Pages/ord.aspx. 
142 “Learning Outcomes Bank,” IFYC. 
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 These metrics also bear a relationship to the five measures of students’ spiritual 
qualities developed and utilized by Astin, Astin, and Lindholm: “Spiritual Quest, 
Equanimity, Charitable Involvement, Ethic of Caring, and Ecumenical Worldview.”143  
These measures are directed at the individual student, not programming, but they are 
similar because the programming is meant to strengthen the individual students’ faith 
journey.  Likewise, Chickering, Dalton, and Stamm, in Encouraging Authenticity and 
Spirituality in Higher Education, identify five strategies to “integrate spirit and 
community: (1) strengthening civil responsibility, (2) providing quiet places, (3), 
deliberately encouraging encounters among persons with diverse religious perspectives, 
(4) renewing institutional centeredness, and (5) encouraging active listening and caring 
dialogue.”144  These metrics are not directed at Nones or even explicitly interfaith 
dialogue, but rather the institution as a whole.  In any case, they are helpful to consider 
along with the focus of the IFYC metrics, because they encourage and direct college 
campuses to help emerging adults have healthy, meaningful faith journeys.  The question 
we posed when developing the Simmons programming was: do the Spiritual Life 
programs serve to develop and deepen the spiritual life and interfaith communication of 
the Nones?   
 
 
 																																																								
143 Astin, Astin, and Lindholm, Cultivating the Spirit, 142. 
144 Arthur Chickering, Jon Dalton, and Liesa Stamm, Encouraging Authenticity and Spirituality in 
Higher Education (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2006), 180. 
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Multi-faith Council Initiative 
 In 2015-16, we coordinated across faith traditions to develop a Multifaith 
Council.  Membership on the council was explicitly not limited to those identifying with 
or a member of a current religious group on campus, but was made open to any student 
on campus.  Membership was also branded as a selective leadership opportunity.  That 
meant there was an application process and candidates were interviewed.   This helped 
raise the recognition of the council while also making membership on the council a bit 
more elite from just joining a group.  At first, however, we did no explicitly state that 
atheists were welcome.  This turned out to be a mistake, and hindered the goal of 
appealing to the Nones, albeit an unintentional one.  Instead, we advertised the Multifaith 
Council as being open to students of any tradition. This meant that students initially 
applied from traditions that were not supported by a corresponding student group.  A 
Quaker, a Mormon, and three mainline Protestants applied to be on the Multifaith 
Council.   We also invited each faith group to nominate a member to sit on the council.   
 This group of nine students met bi-weekly for dinner and discussion.   At first our 
gatherings made use of familiar icebreakers and simple discussion prompts.   Student 
seats were intentionally mixed to ensure that every member met every other member.   
Copies of the ground rules the group came up with at their first meeting were easily 
accessible in the room and often displayed on the tables [see below].  As students learned 
each other’s names and became acquainted, the group gelled and, by the fifth session, 
began planning its first project.   
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  GROUND RULES FOR MULTI-FAITH DISCUSSION 
• Speak from your own experience as a person within a tradition and 
not for the tradition as a whole. 
• Assume that some of what you think you know about another’s 
tradition is misinformation.  AND Assume that some of what you 
think you know about your own tradition may be misinformation. 
• Engage with the topic of discussion from a posture of inquiry and 
curiosity rather than a position of advocacy and certainty. 
• All questions are valid and it is acceptable to say “I don’t Know.”  
  
 Because the Thanksgiving season was fast approaching, a decision was made to 
find a way to share mealtime graces from their various traditions.  This led to a campus-
wide initiative that included the distribution of a booklet of graces that was free to pick 
up outside of offices around campus (including the President’s office).  The group also 
shared their compilation by coordinating with Dining Services to display them in napkin 
holders which are on every table in the dining halls.  The success of this highly visible 
effort left the group with a deserved feeling of accomplishment before winter break.  That 
is why it was surprising when students returned to campus second semester, scheduling 
meetings became nearly impossible.  The group suffered some attrition as other 
commitments took precedence over their time.  Nine became five. 
 The group continued to meet and enjoy fellowship throughout the spring 
semester, but there was a different sense of urgency.  When a decision was made not to 
recruit new members because of the intimacy they had already forged, the group resolved 
to find ways of broadening their education about world religions.  Four of the five also 
agreed to travel to New York for a weekend and take part in a formal interfaith training 
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offered by the Interfaith Youth Core, a leading resource for campuses across the country 
promoting interfaith efforts. 
 At the end of the year students were asked to submit one-page reflections 
assessing the strengths and weaknesses of the experience on the council.  All five 
complied.  Every student identified one issue that created a barrier for them and made it 
hard for them to invest more in the group: time.   Students wanted to spend more time 
together.  They enjoyed their experience and felt as though they had learned a lot about 
themselves and others.   While no one mentioned any specific thing they learned, they all 
reported feeling more educated and conversant about religion in general.  
 By the metric of participation, the Multifaith initiative was successful because it 
engaged students across campus.  But the self-identification of those students revealed 
that no one who considered herself a None participated.   
 By the IFYC metrics, the Multifaith Council was successful in some ways.  First, 
the Council did provide students with an opportunity to “integrate their spiritual, 
religious, or philosophical tradition’s beliefs into their daily lives.”145  By reflecting on 
their own faith traditions, they became more in tune with them.  Indeed, this is the 
hallmark of an interfaith leader, as Patel explores (quoting and summarizing Bill George, 
a Harvard Business School Professor): “George defines authenticity as the intersection of 
passion and purpose, and says it can only be achieved by taking a long, hard look at one’s 
own experiences, discerning the path they point toward, and following that path to its 
																																																								
 145 “Learning Outcomes Bank,” IFYC. 
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logical conclusion.”146  Patel makes the point that the key to interfaith leadership is 
knowing one’s own journey.  The Multifaith Council carved out a place for students to 
intentionally do some of this inner work.  However, the lack of participation of Nones 
deprived both the Council of that perspective, and the Nones on campus from engaging in 
interfaith dialogue that could have, and should have, given them the opportunity to 
communicate with and learn from others. 
 By the “civic engagement” metric, the Multifaith Council has not yet lived up to 
its promise, but it may indeed go there.  As I explored at the beginning of this chapter, an 
early hallmark of faith groups on campus was their community service and civic 
engagement.  Indeed, Astin, Astin, and Lindholm emphasize outward caring as a key part 
of emerging adults spiritual and religious expression.147  
 Overall, the Multifaith Council was successful at creating a venue for students 
interested in religion and religious pluralism to get involved.  It attracted students who 
were already faith identified and in some cases dual-religious.  In these ways the council 
addressed an unmet need of the MRB-type None.  It also gave a new opportunity to 
student leaders in faith groups on campus to deepen what Patel calls “appreciative 
knowledge” about other traditions.148  This tracks the third IFYC metric: “Consider their 
own and others’ spiritual or religious and cultural practices and traditions.”149  Indeed, 
that was its stated purpose, and (except for Nones who did not participate), the students 																																																								
146 Patel, Interfaith Leadership, 28. 
147 Astin, Astin, and Lindholm, Cultivating the Spirit, 143. 
148 Patel, Interfaith Leadership, 114-119. 
149 “Learning Outcomes Bank,” IFYC. 
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became adept—or at least improved—at such “consideration.”  However, as noted above, 
the council failed to appeal to any students who professed to be atheist, humanist, 
agnostic or secular.  That meant we had more work to do.  
 
Atheist, Humanist, Agnostic, and Secular (AHAS) Initiative 
 The next year, 2016-17, we launched our second initiative by beginning a group 
specifically designed for the Atheist, Humanist, Agnostic, or Secular-minded student, 
called the “AHAS!”   As the leader of the department, I decided that the most direct and 
maybe effective way to convene students who identified as secular or non-religious was 
simply to broadcast that they constituted a legitimate cohort. (And advertise that, if they 
wanted to gather, there would be delicious free food!)   Although I knew from CIRP that 
about a third of our students resonated with this designation, I had no idea whether or not 
this would fly. To my delight, seventeen students showed up at the first meeting.  Some 
were giddy with excitement about having a forum to foment their suspicion about God 
and Church.  Others were curious about what this group was about.  Still others came 
once to support a roommate or classmate who wanted to investigate the opportunity, but 
who did not want to go alone.  So, they brought wing people.  
 The first two meetings proved to be not only productive, but also fun.  
Conversation was lively as students shared stories about being “different” only to see 
recognition and affirmation in the nodding heads of their peers. After several organizing 
meetings in early autumn, the group decided to meet monthly, on Sundays.  They seemed 
to like the irony of this and even set the meeting time as 11 am in honor of what Martin 
	84 
Luther King called the “the most segregated hour.”  There was a sense of playfulness 
among members, which belied their sober sense of purpose to stand together, yet apart, at 
the same time.  They bonded over brunch meals and genuinely enjoyed spending time 
together.   
 When the group returned from winter break they were ready to “leave their mark” 
as one student declared.  Two of them who identified as Wiccan decided to join the 
Multifaith Council, which continued its work of bringing students together in a spirit of 
celebration and not just tolerance.150  Others, who were part of the nursing program at 
Simmons, wanted to find a way to partner with faith groups on a project that would hold 
meaning and significance for all students on campus.   They considered coordinating a 
service project, but worried the gesture would ring hollow.  They thought about 
organizing a panel on women and religion, however two members expressed their 
opinion that they felt strongly that religion itself was a deleterious force in women’s lives 
and they did not want to condone it at all.   Their compelling arguments convinced the 
group that the idea was too contentious.   
 Eventually, the AHAS decided to reach out to both faith groups and nursing and 
health science clubs on campus in an effort that resulted in a weeklong series of 
workshops on the importance of sleep.   They enlisted students from many faith traditions 
to speak about the role of sleep in the lives of prophets and the importance of sleep and 
dreams in the transmission of insight and wisdom.   They worked with neurology 
																																																								
150 Beyond Tolerance was a curriculum developed by then Dean of Spiritual Life at Wellesley 
College, Victor Kazanjian.   
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students and faculty members to address some of the science of sleep and they enrolled 
the support of counselors from the Health Center to administer sleep assessment tools.  It 
was an incredibly participatory project that met with enormous success.   The AHAS had 
found a way to move beyond debating the merits of God or doctrine and contribute to the 
greater campus conversation about health and wellness.  Their faith made them receptive 
to science and their allegiance to truth allowed them to interrogate a topic such as sleep 
with vitality.  In the end, the Sleep series was a tremendous success.  Students glowed 
with pride and satisfaction.  So much so, it turned out, that it made it hard to convene the 
group again the next fall.  In fact, members felt so accomplished they thought they 
deserved to disband.  When I reached out to them the next semester, a few of the 
members were sincerely surprised because they honestly thought their mission had been 
accomplished. 
 By the metric of participation, combined with the self-reported identification of 
the students, the AHAS Group was undoubtedly successful at creating outreach and 
participation among Nones, including AHA Nones, Unchurched Nones, and SBNRs.  
MRB Nones did not appear to participate. 
 Whether the AHAS Group was successful by the IFYC metrics is more 
complicated.  It is difficult to determine whether students increased their ability to 
“integrate their spiritual, religious, or philosophical tradition’s beliefs into their daily 
lives” because one of the key tasks of the group was to try to identify what those common 
“traditions” were.   
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 The second metric, of “caring and connectedness to others”151 in the Astin metric, 
described by IFYC as “build[ing] skills to lead civic engagement efforts and build 
community in pursuit of justice”152 is also unclear.  Though the students were eager to 
participate outwardly and organize the “sleep week” event, it is not determinable whether 
they were “justice seeking” or sought to work with other faith groups to further any 
initiative.  Indeed, the community-building within the group was strong, and an important 
step in developing meaningful interfaith dialogue, but the degree of interest these Nones 
had in engaging with the faith identified was uncertain at best.  Their skepticism of 
religion also calls into question whether the AHAS Group was successful according to 
the third IFYC metric: the students’ ability to “consider their own and others’ spiritual or 
religious and cultural practices and traditions.”  The skills that allow young adults to 
bring “consideration” must be developed, and must be born out of a desire to engage with 
other traditions.  Having worked with these AHAS students in this intentional way for a 
year, I am not sure to what degree that desire was present, nor to what extent it 
manifested itself in their initiatives and programs. Indeed, the posture of the AHAS 
remained inward looking to a large extent.  However, I am not sure they reached the 
threshold about which Greg Epstein, former Humanist Chaplain at Harvard University, 
speaks when he implores the non-religious to be: “loving our religious neighbors, 
offering them friendship and steadfastness…”153 																																																								
151 Astin, Astin, and Lindholm, Cultivating the Spirit, 143. 
152 “Learning Outcomes Bank,” IFYC. 
153 Greg Epstein, Good without God: What a Billion Nonreligious People Do Believe (New York: 
HarperCollins, 2005), 154. 
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Faith Fellow Initiative 
 In the academic year 2017-2018, we decided to augment staff support for the 
Nones. A budget request to fund a new (.25 FTE) staff person was not successful.  So, we 
considered how we could leverage some monies dedicated to having a graduate assistant.  
Because I had been a field site supervisor for the Harvard Divinity School, I decided to 
establish a new agnostic/secular Faith Fellow, which is what we call this graduate student 
on campus.  We had Faith Fellows in the previous years, but this was our first secularist. 
He worked with students to connect to a national secular alliance.  Largely due to his 
efforts and our ongoing targeted outreach to the Nones on campus, several students are 
now involved in the Secular Student Alliance (SSA) at Simmons.  The SSA is a national 
network with the committed stance to “empower[ ] secular students to proudly express 
their identity, build welcoming communities, promote secular values, and set a course for 
lifelong activism.”154 Similar to the way that the AHAS student group served those who 
were not part of a faith tradition, but who wanted to explore their own faith journeys with 
a cohort who also did not identify, having a secular Faith Fellow has provided a way to 
directly serve and reach out to the category of unchurched nones, and AHAS.   The 
difference between the secular Faith Fellow and the AHAS group, however, is that this 
Faith Fellow serves both the SBNRs and the atheist, agnostics, and humanists.  And, 
unlike the AHAS student group which was Simmons-centered, the Faith Fellow 
																																																								
154  “About Us,” Secular Student Alliance, 2017, accessed February 10, 2018, 
https://secularstudents.org. 
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maintains and encourages students to cultivate connections with other students who are 
“off campus” and from around the country.  
 The SSA group on Simmons campus is not yet an official SSA chapter, but its 
affiliation with the group, and the Faith Fellow’s connection to it, plugs in several 
students to a larger movement that is geared toward the atheist and humanist AHAS, 
rather than just the agnostic or SBNRs.  Much like the AHAS students’ choice of Sunday 
mornings as a meeting time, the SSA uses the structure of faith groups on campus to offer 
a community and an alternative for those who do not identify with a religion. 
 Having the Faith Fellow at the helm, serving as an ad hoc advisor, the SSA group 
also mirrors a traditional faith groups on campus that have part-time (.25 FTE) advisors.  
Although the AHAS group was more student-driven, the Faith Fellow functions for the 
AHAS students now in a way that is very similar to Hillel, SIS, CSA, or Cru, both by 
serving as a staff presence on campus, helping with programming, and overall serving to 
elevate the group to a level of legitimacy on par with the groups that do not explicitly 
cater to the Nones. 
 Using the metric of participation, the Faith Fellow has been successful in his 
counseling and group-building endeavors, with participants ranging from [3-10] students.  
By the IFYC metrics, the Fellow has been more successful than the AHAS group in 
fostering interfaith dialogue.  First, the SSA group is seeing themselves as part of a larger 
group of humanists, atheists, and agnostics, connected to a group (if not a tradition) 
bigger than itself, outside the walls of Simmons.  As with the AHAS, students working 
with the SSA group must define their beliefs before they are able to “integrate” them into 
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their daily lives, but with staff support that identifies as secular, that project seems to be 
more successful than it was for the AHAS group. 
 And, because engagement with civil society is part of the stated goals of the SSA 
group, the Simmons’ students’ connection may serve to advance the second IFYC metric.  
However, as with the AHAS group, the extent to which that civic engagement is directed 
at working towards justice, rather than working towards countering what some Nones see 
as an undesirable encroachment of religion onto their lives, or an assumption that faith is 
necessary to live a fully and morally integrated life, remains to be seen.  The goal is to 
frame the traditions and pursuit of justice from the AHAS perspective as one of positive 
morality and inquiry: “We are proud to welcome a future of permanent debate and 
discussion about moral issues, a world in which we will never stop refining our views, 
never stop exploring how we can promote human dignity more effectively, never stop 
trying to better understand and more effectively eliminate human suffering.”155 If that is 
the humanist project, then the students are well-poised to become interfaith leaders by the 
IFYC metrics with the help of the Faith Fellow and within the structure of a group on 
campus that mirrors faith groups and, eventually, can enter into dialogue with them. 
 
Lessons Learned 
 The three initiatives described above taught the Religious and Spiritual Life 
Department at Simmons several valuable lessons regarding the ways in which reaching 
out to the Nones can be achieved, and what structures will benefit those students. We also 																																																								
155 Epstein, Good without God, 37. 
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learned that the department itself benefited from the energy these students brought to the 
enterprises that were piloted. These lessons can be applied to other Departments of 
Religious and Spiritual Life with a similar structure as Simmons (the House of 
Representatives Structure) in order to be of service to more students.  These lessons can 
generally be summarized as: 1) staff support; 2) community building; 3) intra-collegiate 
collaboration; and 4) practical tools. 
 
Staff Support 
 First, whether or not the initiative is campus-wide, the creation of a Multifaith 
Council, a new group for AHAS, or even a simple speaker series, needs staff support.   
From a practical perspective, known to the Student Life professional, it is too much to 
expect students to have the staying power and the continued interest over time to sustain 
success.  Colleges are transient communities for students. It is not a winning proposition 
for students to expect them to carry the weight of continuity over their four years 
(generally) of college and then beyond.  We learned this from the Multifaith Council, in 
which students were very engaged, but then dropped off as other commitments took 
precedent.  This is a common problem with college students; they are learning in real-
time how to balance their commitments, and the nature of their explorations (especially 
on a liberal arts campus) does not lend itself to consistency or reliability.  
 This is why groups with long-standing staff support, (like the four main groups on 
campus — Cru, Hillel, SIS, and CSA) have staying power.   Indeed, when the goals of 
the institution are geared towards creating a more centered and authentic campus that 
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does not eschew spirituality, but embraces it as crucial to the centeredness and 
development of emerging adults, staff support is concretely important.  Others concur: 
 Although their status to effect change is not always great in the academy, student 
affairs staff have perhaps their strongest influence when they are advocating for 
the welfare and needs of students.  It is important, therefore, to see the issue of 
spirituality as an issue of student welfare.156 
 
 Much depends on the quality of the staff, but their presence and support alone 
does go a long way to establishing the groups and ensuring that they continue to thrive 
and serve the Nones.  Indeed, as others observed, the structure of staff support is central 
to a campus’s ability to be a good “host” for interfaith dialogue, on campus, and then, as 
students develop and leave, beyond.157 
 
Community Building 
 One of the chief goals of these initiatives, especially the AHA group and the 
secular Faith Fellow, was to foster a sense of community among the Nones.  This, it turns 
out, can be especially difficult because Nones, in some cases by definition, try to avoid 
the traditional trappings of religion, which often includes a gathering of individuals with 
ritual.  But many of the Nones — and especially those who seek out the services of 
religious life departments, are craving such a community.  Indeed, they may consider 
themselves “seekers” or SBNRs for the explicit purpose of finding that community.  The 
same goes for secular or AHA students who wish to meet students and commune over 																																																								
156 Chickering, Dalton, and Stamm, Encouraging Authenticity and Spirituality in Higher 
Education, 164. 
157 Jacobsen and Jacobsen, No Longer Invisible, 89. 
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shared experiences.  Religious and Spiritual Life departments should recognize this need 
for affinity and plan and promote opportunities for students to enter into sincere 
conversation and sharing. 
 One question arises with regard to the community for Nones. Is the goal of the  
Department to make the AHAS group or the SSA group a “place of real belonging?”  The 
answer is probably not. Not even the majority of emerging adults who identify with a 
particular faith tradition see their religious services as a “place of real social belonging,” 
according to Smith in Souls in Transition.158  The goal, then, may be to create a space for 
Nones to explore their faith, perhaps not as their primary means of belonging on campus, 
but in a way that allows Nones a space and a community from which to ask the 
existential questions that are the heart of the spiritual quest of emerging adults: “Who am 
I? What is the meaning of life? What is my purpose? Who can—and will—I become?”159   
 Explicitly creating community-building spaces, and augmenting meetings with 
practices that create a stable sense of tradition or practice, is crucial to retaining students 
and making sure that they feel safe while they explore their spiritual or religious identity 
(or lack thereof).  This worked across all the initiatives to varying degrees.  The multi 
faith group found their sense of community through their shared experience of wanting to 
be on the council and wanting to share from their faith perspective.   The AHAS group 
included some students of disparate interests and values, but their shared experience of 
pioneering the group kept them returning, and made some of the students continue to 																																																								
158 Smith, Souls in Transition, 152. 
159 Astin, Astin, and Lindholm, Cultivating the Spirit, 27. 
	93 
engage with the Department.   And the secular student group, although nascent, is 
beginning to bond and feel more like a community. 
 Much of the community building comes from programming.  This is where the 
first lesson, staff support, and the second, community building, intersect.  One main job 
of the religious life professional then, is to engage and support students so that they, the 
students, generate the creative programs that then create community.   In this way, the 
faith groups retain their autonomy and are student-directed. 
 
Intra-Collegiate Collaboration 
 The programs that have been the most successful are programs where we 
collaborated, with other student groups, faculty, and staff. Finding ways to dovetail 
student religious life offerings with both staff and faculty reaped rewards, and brought the 
campus as a whole to a more centered place.  As noted above, “Simmons Sleep Week” 
was a successful event because it was student-conceived and directed; and, because it 
empowered students to connect with other groups on campus.   Intra-collegiate offerings 
did not end there, however.  Before exams, the AHA students did a “flashmob” 
meditation. That idea came from them and was both student-directed and centered on 
wellness.  Likewise, the Faith Fellow’s Thai Chi offering and the Multifaith group’s 
meditation practices were done in collaboration with the student health services and the 
Counseling Center. 
 Such offerings give Nones a way to engage with the Religious and Spiritual Life 
office without feeling like they are stepping into something they might not be enthusiastic 
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about, because they might be skeptical of religion, unfamiliar with it, or simply not 
interested.  The SBNRs who are curious about the campus offerings and may want to 
explore them have access. This is not to say that we are “tricking” students into 
participating, but rather offering a way for students to enter into the conversations and 
explorations at their own pace, in a way that feels safe.  
 Collaborations across campus also give the students who are engaged in their own 
faith development a way of translating and talking about their faith practices with a 
different sort of audience — not the Multifaith Council, or other members of their 
tradition, but the Nones.   AHAS students and Multifaith Council students during sleep 
week drew connections between their faiths about the stories of sleep that are the bedrock 
of their ritual and faith stories, and that connected students to wellness initiatives and 
thinking about sleep in a holistic way that benefitted not only their understanding of their 
faith and other faiths, but also their own health and development, while building bridges 
to the Nones who may have been curious about and open to learning about both. 
 And, of course, it can be a point of discussion as to whether a Thai Chi lesson, or 
a Meditation sitting, no matter what group or department sponsors them, are solely 
“spiritual” offerings.  They are certainly close cousins of faith development groups or 
worship circles, but should and could be offered by other constituent groups on campus.  
Spiritual Life departments need to practice non-defensiveness here.  They do not have a 
corner on the market when it comes to mindfulness techniques.   Contemplative practices 
and skills have been recognized as “some of the most powerful tools at our disposal for 
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enhancing students’ spiritual development.”160   Such offerings serve all Nones, including 
the unchurched, dual-religious, SBNRs, and AHAS.  How they are branded may invite 
more Nones to them, but their substance may remain the same whether or not the 
programming is billed as being from the Religious and Spiritual Life department or 
another department on campus.    
 
Practical Tools 
  A close corollary to lesson number three about collaboration is the benefit of 
programs that offer practical tools.  These might be from a specifically religious 
standpoint or not, but they give Nones a window in, and the tools to explore, faith 
traditions with which they may not be familiar.  Collaborations with other departments 
and practical tools often (though not always) go hand-in-hand.  
 The Multifaith group’s Graces project is a good example of a program that 
appealed to Nones because of its concrete and practical application.  It combined student 
initiative, outreach, and likely appealed specifically to the dual— or MRB Nones.  It also 
met students where they were on a literal level — in the dining halls.  Most importantly, 
for purposes of “lessons learned,” it was a concrete and focused offering.  It was a tool 
for exploration. Understated, but present.  Concrete, but a gentle urging and offering to 
think across traditions and explore how a religious or spiritual practice could fit in to a 
student’s life. 
																																																								
160 Astin, Astin, and Lindholm, Cultivating the Spirit, 148. 
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 The Thai Chi and meditation offerings are another example of concrete offerings 
and skills that, under the aegis of Religious and Spiritual Life appealed to different 
categories of Nones and promote, concretely, a key metric of spiritual development: 
Equanimity.  As Astin, Astin, and Lindholm note, self-reflection can promote 
equanimity, the feeling of being at home in the world, and a key metric of emerging 
adults’ healthy spiritual development.  Indeed, Astin, Astin, and Lindholm identify 
meditation and yoga as concrete ways to promote equanimity, “the prototypic defining 
quality of a spiritual person.”161  And, this is consistent with the suggestion that 
institutions of higher education “provid[e] quiet places.”162  While some unchurched 
Nones, AHAS, and SBNRS, may resist the traditional trappings of religious practice, 
especially for SBNRs, there can be an ease with integrating certain practices into a daily 
routine or personal practice. 
 
Caveats 
 The successes described above are relative, of course.   Even though the 
initiatives above worked well, each had drawbacks and limitations.  
 The first of the revealed challenges is the difficulty of engaging Nones who 
remain skeptical of college chaplaincy to engage with the department.  While among 
some categories of students, religious professionals, and especially those who are 
ordained, are seen as figures on campus who are to be revered and who can offer comfort 																																																								
161 Astin, Astin, and Lindholm, Cultivating the Spirit, 55. 
162 Chickering, Dalton, and Stamm, Encouraging Authenticity, 180. 
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and guidance in a robust way.  For other students, however, even those who may be 
SBNR or seeking, religious professionals on campus are not automatically revered, but 
instead viewed with suspicion. This point is especially significant since so many leaders 
of campus ministry programs are ordained as revealed by the Smanik survey discussed 
earlier. 
 Religious and Spiritual Life Departments on college campuses need to ask 
whether, and to what extent, they want to and/or can expend energy reaching out to 
students who resolutely do not wish to participate, or whether it is more our natural 
stance and mission to let students (including Nones) come to us.  This project has 
assumed that one role of the college chaplain on a private, non-sectarian campus is to 
ensure that students groups do not cross the line from encouragement into proselytization.  
Though one would be hard-pressed to define advertising a campus event such as a “sleep 
week” as proselytizing to the Nones, we must practice what we preach when it comes to 
the Nones.  My concern has been that what on the surface might look like “respect” for 
students who do not neatly fall into a prescribed religious category on campus ends up 
being an excuse not to do more, or offer support differently.   
 The second main point is that the process of building a Religious and Spiritual 
Life Department that is welcoming to all the categories of Nones, takes time.  There must 
be a long-term recognition that institutional change and departmental changes are not 
going to happen overnight.   Just as these demographic changes have been on an arc, so 
too will our response to them.  It will also take time to develop the kinds of relationships 
with other staff, faculty, and college administrators who see the Religious and Spiritual 
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Life departments as irrelevant.    Religious and Spiritual Life Departments need to 
embrace a new mission as an area of student life that helps students where they are on 
any point of their faith journey — whether they have more than one faith, are questioning 
their faith, or resolutely living without one. 
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Chapter 5: Charting a Way Forward 
 
 
 In the first chapter of this thesis I shared an important impetus for the undertaking 
of this project. Namely, learning that many of the men who participated in the 
Constitution Convention of 1787 held membership in more than one denomination. 
Realizing that, historically, affiliating with more than one tradition may have held more 
status than stigma helps to unhook notions of belief from belonging.  For me, it also 
sparked an interest in how and why people decide with whom to congregate or whether to 
assemble as part of a religious group at all.  
 Decisions about whether or not to affiliate with a religious tradition or 
organization have long concerned religious professionals working on college campuses.  
In his 1991 work A Fundamental Practical Theology, theologian Don Browning seems to 
anticipate one of the main queries begged by the Pew, NYSR, and HERI surveys 
highlighted in this paper. Namely, do religious communities make sense?  If so, for 
whom?  To what extent do religious communities serve as a holding environment or a 
depriving environment?  Do religious communities appeal only to their own members or 
also to non-members?    
 Browning understood that such queries do not ensnarl everyone.  For some 
people, deep convictions about their faith are so cemented that questions seldom arise.  
For others, profound existential questions about the validity of any form of religion tints 
their lens rendering any positive example of a religious community impossible. Browning 
recognized that most of us lie somewhere between these two poles.  Most of us, he 
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observed, are on a “boundary between religious and secular life, between tradition and 
modernity, and between faith and reason.” He prophetically wrote:  
I sometimes imagine myself speaking to young people between college and 
graduate school.  They stand on this boundary, generally familiar with some form 
of religion, full of the secular world, both trusting yet skeptical of tradition.  To 
them and myself I offer an answer to the question: Why should we trust the 
wisdom and sense of these communities?  Why, given these communities’ 
fallibilities and ambiguities, their shortsightedness and weaknesses . . . their 
intellectual unsteadiness, should individuals use their energy to support religious 
communities? 163   
 
Browning could be speaking to a number of college students that I work with on a daily 
basis.  His musings remind us that even though students may yearn for a deeper 
understanding of the dynamics of faith, they do not necessarily want to “become a 
member” of a distinct community or join a church.  But if we take seriously the notion 
that spirituality should be defined as “ways of relating to the sacred,”164 then studies such 
as the ones interrogated in this paper demonstrate that the spiritual work of college 
students today falls well within the bailiwick of spiritual and religious life departments on 
campus.  
 Examining the Nones on campus, therefore, brings college chaplains back to our 
roots as educators and pastors.  The notion that we are working to programmatically cater 
to them is in some ways too myopic. The Nones, and the way that they seek belief 
without necessarily seeking belonging, and examine their spiritual selves without 
wedding themselves to one community or ideology, force us to ask fundamental 																																																								
163 Don Browning, A Fundamental Practical Theology: Descriptive and Strategic Proposals  
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1991), 1. 
164 F. LeRon Shults & Steven Sandage, “Relational Spirituality and Transformation: A Relational 
Integration Model,” Journal of Psychology & Christianity 26, no. 3 (Fall 2007), 161. 
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questions about the goal of religion on campus, and the role of the chaplaincy in the 
academy.  If we are cognizant of our goals as educators and roles as pastors then the work 
of improving religious literacy and fostering spiritual development can be made stronger 
by the presence Nones.  The giants of thought about college chaplaincy have trod this 
path, and their insights about the place of religion on campus provide encouragement 
moving forward. The growing number of Nones presents an opportunity to college and 
university chaplains and religious advisors to reaffirm our mission and refashion our 
purpose.  
 Specifically, our goals as educators should be to promote religious literacy and 
interfaith understanding. This goal should not be limited to those students who identify 
with a faith tradition.   Second, our roles as pastors need to intentionally include concern 
for the Nones. Fulfilling this role means that we must reimagine our departments to 
ensure that not only the affiliated are served, but that all students, regardless of affiliation, 
can find a community, albeit even if it is transitional or temporary one, where they are 
allowed and invited to explore their spiritual development.  As discussed in Chapter Four, 
this goes beyond mere programming, but hinges on more foundational questions 
regarding the proclivity towards religious exclusivism and the parity of staff structures.  
 I have suggested that in order to respond to the significant demographic changes 
and rise to the challenges they present, college chaplaincies should be strengthened and 
focused. There are, of course, other possibilities. One option is to do nothing.  This would 
continue to allow students to band together according to faith tradition under the aegis of 
creating a student organization.  If students have critical mass, and file the qualifying 
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paperwork, and agree to abide by campus rules to ensure safety and fairness, the college 
will agree to recognize them.  This does not create anything new.   Nor does it respond to 
a changing landscape. Many colleges have subscribed to this strategy wittingly or not.   
This project has argued against opting for the status quo response and has, instead, 
advocated in favor of campus ministry programs moving away from a Free Market model 
which, by default, best serves religious majorities. The Free Market strategy fails to 
protect the religious minority and it forfeits our responsibility to guide students to a 
deeper understanding of world religions or pluralism.  Most concerning though, is that 
this model ignores the growing majority of Nones.  Astin and Astin recognize that studies 
show “while students’ degree of religious engagement declines somewhat during college, 
their spirituality shows substantial growth.”165  They further observe that “students 
become more caring, more tolerant, more connected with others, and more actively 
engaged in the spiritual quest during college.”166  And while distinct experiences such as 
study abroad and service learning correlate strongly with these outcomes, so, too, do 
opportunities to do what Astin, Astin, and Lindholm call “inner work,” or spiritual 
reflection and contemplation.167  This is why a central part of any Religious and Spiritual 
Life department on campus needs to consider ways to reach out to all students, including 
the Nones, with opportunities of inner enrichment. 
																																																								
 165 Astin, Astin, and Lindholm, Cultivating the Spirit, 10. 
 
 166 Astin, Astin, and Lindholm, Cultivating the Spirit, 10. 
 
 167 Astin, Astin, and Lindholm, Cultivating the Spirit, 10.  For Astin, Astin, and Lindholm, “inner 
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 First, we can work towards fulfilling our educational goals by promoting religious 
literacy and effective interfaith efforts.  Surprisingly, this still presents a challenge for 
many campuses.  Wondering about and questioning the validity of interfaith efforts are 
not new.  Interfaith advocate and organizer, Eboo Patel, shares that he encounters it on 
campuses across the country often.  When he was first building the Interfaith Youth Core 
(IFYC), one of the leading nonprofits promoting a nation-wide interfaith youth 
movement, Patel confesses that one of the main concerns of clergy across traditions was 
whether IFYC would teach kids that all religions were the same. He would regularly 
respond by explaining:  
We are showing young people that religions have powerful things in common, 
but they come to those shared values through their own paths. Each religion has 
something unique to say about universal values through its particular set of 
scriptures, rituals, and heroes . . . This middle path, the only route to collective 
survival really, is to identify what is common between religions but to create the 
space where each can articulate its distinct path to that place. I think of it as 
affirming particularity and achieving pluralism.168  
 
 It is imperative that Religious and Spiritual Life departments on campus get 
serious about sharing the teachings from the world’s religions, because in order to do 
effective interfaith work, that baseline is necessary.169  
 Ideally, college religious advisors will display a disposition towards interfaith 
work that one theologian describes as being able to  “see traditions as historical and 																																																								
 168 Patel, Acts of Faith, 166-67.   
 
169 Patel, Interfaith Leadership, 114-119. Patel relates religious literacy to what he calls 
“appreciative knowledge.”  That is, knowing something specific about a tradition, such as the meaning of a 
specific holiday or the rationale for a particular practice.  See also Walters, “A New Model,” discussing 
Stephen Prothero’s book Religious Literacy.  As Walters says, “we can hope that our students are much 
more informed about religion than the general public, but there is more that we could do to assure they 
are.” (emphasis in original). 
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cultural manifestations of a human project, variations on a theme, different roads to 
Rome, and judge that comparisons are intellectually interesting and pragmatically 
necessary to international tolerance and the survival of the human race.”170  Those are the 
kind of thinkers college chaplains should strive to be—not at all times in their careers, 
and not, perhaps, when they are acting chiefly as pastors—but it is the ideal perspective 
when they are working towards the educational goals of religious literacy and interfaith 
leadership. 
 The project of fulfilling our pastoral role has at least two parts.  As pastors, we 
must protect against the proclivity towards religious exclusivism.  We can do this both in 
our work one-on-one with students and more structurally.  
 The presence of the Nones, and our commitment to serving them, encourages us 
to move beyond the specific faith groups on campus and how they grow and relate to 
prospective members.   The purpose of faith groups on campus should not be simply to 
grow their own groups; otherwise, the groups do not properly understand their setting.  
Being on an academic campus, necessitates that faith groups concede that part of their 
mission is to reach across towards others.  But even here there are caveats audaciously 
illuminated by Rodney Stark.   
 Stark was interested in new religious movements and dynamics of religious 
conversion.  He achieved some fame from studying cults in the 1960’s and 70’s and some 
notoriety for daring to declare that doctrines alone do not persuade people to join a 
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movement.  Stark’s research showed that initially conversion is not about embracing an 
ideology.  Conversion, he argued, proceeds along “social networks formed by 
interpersonal attachments.”171   
 But this has not been an investigation about conversion.  Neither has it narrowly 
focused on “interpersonal attachments.”172  Instead, this thesis has tried to look at, and 
listen to, a shift underway in the religious landscape, ironically, towards a non-affiliation 
status among emerging adults.  As such, exploring the meaning and makeup of the Nones 
necessitates that campus ministry programs remain mindful of reigning in some 
communities while creating and buttressing others.173 
																																																								
171 Rodney Stark, “On Theory-Driven Methods” in The Craft of Religious Studies, ed. Jon Stone 
(New York: Palgrave, 2000), 177.  Stark studied a small group, about a dozen young adults, who had 
moved to San Francisco from Eugene, Oregon.  He explains, “The group was led by Young Oon Kim, a 
Korean woman who had once been a professor of religion at Ewha University in Seoul.  The movement she 
served was based in Korea and in January 1969 she arrived in Oregon to launch a mission to America.  
Miss Kim (she was invariably refereed to as Miss within the group) and her young followers were the very 
first American members of the Unification Church, widely know today as the Moonies.” 
172 It should be noted that the importance of “interpersonal attachments,” however, has become the 
cornerstone of many national and international religious organizations looking to make their footprint on 
college campuses larger.  For example, Hillel International has made “relationship-based engagement” the 
main thrust of their campus expansion plan.  This outreach plan was refined to include student, or “peer” 
leaders who were given clear numbers of new relationships to foster.  The strategy explicitly tasked peer 
leaders with “building 60 relationships with uninvolved Jewish students.” See “Emerging Adults: The 
Hillel Model for Jewish Engagement,” Hillel International, May 2006, accessed February 10, 2018, 
http://www.hillel.org/docs/default-source/mcms-file-archives/emergingadults2.pdf?sfvrsn=2.  
173 The project of community belonging and parity has a structural aspect.  For example, at 
Simmons each of our four part-time religious advisors participates in multifaith planning and programs.  It 
is a condition of employment and a stated expectation in their letters of agreement.   This condition did not 
happen automatically, however, and not all job candidates were open to it at first. Another goal we have 
worked hard to achieve is parity of pay among staff.   This took a couple of years to implement.  
Specifically, this means that staff members are paid a similar hourly wage, although the number of hours 
each worked in any given week might be different.  This allows for a more flexible work schedule and for 
each advisor to work according to the vagaries and demands inherent in their own liturgical calendars.  
When we renegotiated the terms of employment for staff we also made clear the expectation that they be on 
campus at least one day in common in order to foster collaboration and teamwork; and, they should 
recognize that endorsing group initiatives is just as important as supporting events within their 
denomination or tradition. 
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 Such caring communities can be built both within and across faith groups, and 
could even include temporary kinds of connections created by doing service projects with 
others.174   Assessing the effect of these configurations relates to generativity, which has 
been explored in the context of masters-level graduate students at an Evangelical 
Christian university.175  Among other findings, Sandage, Hill, and Vaubel confirmed that 
intrinsic religiosity is positively correlated with generativity strivings, and quest is 
negatively correlated with generativity strivings.  If that is the case, on increasingly 
“secular” college campuses where “quest” is assumed to be part of the collegiate 
experience, how can we as religious professionals help emerging adults both question and 
grow in their faiths while fostering a sense of responsibility for their communities and 
families?  Indeed, “religious communities and traditions seek to cultivate being with and 
for others, a project comprised of being real as well as being empathic.”176 
 A second consideration to keep at the forefront when contemplating how best to 
fulfill our roles as pastors on college campuses is maintaining and encouraging the 
permeable membrane between the spiritual and the secular.  Howard Thurman’s 
providential autobiography addresses the importance of this practice when he makes the 
case for combining one’s head and one’s heart in the practice of campus ministry.  As a 
well-known clergyperson who became the Dean of Marsh Chapel at Boston University, 
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Thurman sought to weave together his enthusiasm for study with this commitment to 
action and his disposition towards compassion.  “The sacred and the secular,” Thurman 
writes, are “aspects of a single reality, a single meaning.  At no point could a line of 
separation be drawn.  At long last it seems to me that the customary distinction between 
religion and life is a specious one.”177  William Sloane Coffin strikes a similar timbre in 
his reflections of serving as Yale University chaplain, intoning the omnipresence of God: 
 So where then in America does God dwell today? I would say that God dwells 
with those in America who feel geographically at home and spiritually in exile.  
God dwells with those going about doing good, repairing a broken world. . .God 
dwells with those who seek God’s faith, those who may doubt the quality of the 
bread but don’t kid themselves they are not hungry.  God dwells with every 
committed Jew, Moslem, Christian, Buddhist, Hindu who believes religious 
pluralism to be God’s will. . .God dwells I’m sure with all who in wonder, 
reverence, and gratitude sing a new song in verse or prose, music or art, seeking 
to end the self-deception that tempts us all.178 
 
Some Nones might not agree with Coffin’s characterization, but as college chaplains, I 
posit that it should be our mission to help all students—including and perhaps especially 
the Nones—foster and understand their own notions of God, their spiritual selves, and 
their spiritual lives.   
 Unitarian-Universalist minister and Chaplain Scotty McLennan echoes Coffin’s 
characterization with perhaps an increased dose of Humanism that might be more in line 
with todays’ Nones: 
To find one’s religion, it’s not enough just to open one’s mind and think deeply.  
Each of us must also open all of our senses and experience the world.  Religion 
grows from the heart as much as from the head, and it cries out to fuse body and 
mind.  Faith, as a divinity school professor of mine used to insist, is an orientation 																																																								
177 Howard Thurman, With Head and Heart (New York: Harcourt Brace & Co., 1979), 268. 
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of the whole personality, a total response.  It’s not just belief –holding of certain 
ideas – which is a function of the mind alone.  Beliefs can be expressed in 
propositional form, to which the adjectives “true” and “false” may be attached.  
Faith, by contrast, is the opposite of nihilism and despair.   It may or may not 
include belief, but it is much larger; it is the ability to experience the universe as 
meaningful.  Having faith means that our lives hold together and make sense at a 
deep level, rather than seeming ultimately awry, askew, or absurd.  Therefore, 
your religion is something you not only think about but also dance, sing, eat, 
paint, and sculpt.  To find your religion you must engage all of your senses.  You 
should feel it as well as explain it, hear it as well as see it, taste it as well as smell 
it.179 
 
 McLennan’s idea that “your religion is something you not only think about but 
also dance, sing, eat, paint, and sculpt” is what Robert Wuthnow addressed in his 
provocative essay musing about the “place of religion and faith in the academy” by 
declaring: 
Just as music or literature should be part of the academy, so should religion.  In 
likening religion to music and literature, though, we largely accept the 
institutional realities that characterize the present-day academy.  Music 
appreciation and literary criticism may be usefully taught in the classroom, but 
musical performance and the production and consumption of literature may 
require additional venues, such as conservatories, recording studios, bookstores, 
and book discussion groups.  So with religion.180 
 
Though my suggestion is not entirely in line with Wuthnow, because I have advocated 
for college chaplaincies to take a more integrated approach with regard to religious 
literacy in order to foster interfaith work, I do agree wholeheartedly with Wuthnow that 
religion belongs on campus, because, at bottom, it is inseparable from life. 
 As I write this, students from Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School in 
Parkland, Florida can be heard on the radio making arguments in favor of stricter gun 																																																								
179 Scotty McLennan, Finding Your Religion: When the Faith you Grew Up with Has Lost Its 
Meaning (San Francisco: HarperCollins, 1999), 55. 
180 Wuthnow, “Can Faith Be More Than a Sideshow,” 40. 
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laws.   On Valentine’s Day these teenagers were in school when a gunman, also a 
teenager, shot and killed over a dozen of their friends, classmates, and teachers. 17-year 
old David Hogg; 18-year-old Emma Gonzalez; 19-year-old Tyra Hemans have all 
become national figures, agitating from a place of grief for solutions to what many have 
given up on as an entrenched problem.  Both their righteousness and their compassion are 
the hallmarks of compelling principled leadership, and though the issue is not fostering 
understanding between Hindus and Muslims, for example, the skill set is largely the 
same.   The potential they exhibit exists in every young person stepping foot on a college 
campus each fall.  Maturity, self-knowledge, empathy, and an understanding of how to 
marshal moral courage in order to champion a message that respects the great masala of 
humanity is inspiring. This sort of demonstrable good has been, and can be, one of the 
fruits of superb campus ministry programs that work to incorporate the promise and 
potential of the Nones.  Choosing to endorse the general endeavor of religious inquiry 
and embracing the propensity of young adults to be sojourners of spiritual inquiry 
ultimately supports the lives of students over time and across creeds.
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